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Abstract  
According to research, continuous improvement is an essential element of different quality management systems, 
while work with continuous improvement in organizations has been studied to be frequently too limited in scope and 
difficult to sustain. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to contribute with knowledge on how organizations can 
work to sustain continuous improvement. 

The empirical data was collected through qualitative, semi-structured interviews of seven leaders representing manu-
facturing companies either in Sweden or in Finland. The companies have adopted Lean Management and work with 
continuous improvement successfully. 

The results showed that the studied organizations have their unique ways of working with and sustaining continuous 
improvement, even though there are similarities. According to the studied organizations, the most important factors 
that enable sustaining continuous improvement were related to leadership, leadership attributes, and strategic plan-
ning; processes, techniques, and tools; as well as working environment and culture. The results showed that critical for 
sustaining continuous improvement are leaders prioritizing continuous improvement and manifesting the priority 
through several ways. Commitment to continuous improvement in the long term is vital and can be trained. While 
everyone working along with shared practices is important for continuous improvement, involving employees to use 
their capabilities to develop these practices supports sustaining continuous improvement. The studied organizations 
have differences in how they see that their work would look like if they had the best opportunities to work with con-
tinuous improvement, even though some similar themes were found. 

The study concluded that continuous improvement has been adapted to the needs and situations of the organizations. 
Self-developed practices are means of putting the principles supporting continuous improvement into practice and 
developing the culture towards the values and principles. For a successful work with sustaining continuous improve-
ment, it is important to build and form structures and practices in alignment with the strategic objectives of the organ-
ization, taking into account the organizational context. 

Key words: Continuous improvement, sustainability, Lean Management, Total Quality Management, cross-national 
research 

Sammanfattning 
 

Enligt forskning är ständiga förbättringar en väsentlig beståndsdel i olika kvalitetsledningssystem, medan arbete med 
ständiga förbättringar i organisationer har studerats att ofta vara för begränsade i omfattning och svåra att hålla igång. 
Följaktligen var syftet med denna studie att bidra med kunskap om hur organisationer kan arbeta för att hålla igång 
ständiga förbättringar. 

Det empiriska materialet samlades in med kvalitativa, halvstrukturerade intervjuer av sju ledare som representerar till-
verkande företag antingen i Sverige eller i Finland. Dessa företag har tagit i bruk Lean Management och arbetar med 
ständiga förbättringar framgångsrikt. 

Resultatet visade att de studerade organisationerna har sina unika sätt att arbeta med och hålla igång ständiga förbätt-
ringar, fast det finns likheter. Enligt de studerade organisationerna, gällde de mest viktiga faktorer som möjliggör att 
hålla igång ständiga förbättringar ledarskap, ledaregenskaper och strategisk planering; processer, arbetssätt och verktyg; 
samt arbetsmiljö och kultur. Resultatet visade att kritiskt för att hålla igång ständiga förbättringar är att ledare priorite-
rar ständiga förbättringar och visar sig prioriteten på flera olika sätt. Engagemang för ständiga förbättringar på lång 
sikt är nödvändigt och kan tränas upp. Medan viktigt för ständiga förbättringar är att alla arbetar med gemensamma 
praktiker, viktigt för att hålla igång ständiga förbättringar är att engagera medarbetare i att använda sina kompetenser 
till att utveckla dessa praktiker. Det finns olikheter i hur de studerade organisationerna ser att deras arbete med stän-
diga förbättringar skulle se ut om de hade de bästa möjligheterna att arbeta med ständiga förbättringar. Här hittades 
det också dock några liknande teman.  

I studien drogs slutsatsen att ständiga förbättringar har anpassats efter behoven och omständigheterna i organisation-
erna. Att utveckla praktiker själv är ett medel för att överföra principer som stödjer ständiga förbättringar i handling 
och att utveckla kulturen mot dessa värderingar och principer. För ett framgångsrikt arbete med att hålla igång stän-
diga förbättringar är det viktigt att utforma och utveckla strukturer och praktiker i anslutning till organisationens stra-
tegiska objektiv så att man beaktar organisationens kontext. 

Nyckelord: ständiga förbättringar, hållbarhet, Lean Management, offensiv kvalitetsutveckling, tvärnationell forskning  
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1 Introduction 

According to Bergman and Klefsjö (2012), one of the foundations for Total Quality Management is the 
need to continuously improve the quality of products, offers, and processes. Customers require prod-
ucts with higher quality and new forms of business operations are created (ibid.). Competition becomes 
harder (Sörqvist, 2004). The pace of technological development is faster than ever, setting challenges to 
our ability to adapt and keep up but also offering opportunities to improve (Kiiski Kataja, 2016). The 
fast-paced changes require that organizations adapt, improve, and learn continuously (Rother, 2011). 
An organization that does not strive to improve ceases to be good (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012). 

Working with improvement can result in making customers more satisfied, increased productivity, and 
higher profitability (Sörqvist, 2004). It has been studied to for instance, increase product quality, cus-
tomer orientation (Nilsson-Witell, Antoni, & Dahlgaard, 2005), increase employee development, en-
gagement, and satisfaction, intensify competitiveness (Marin-Garcia, Pardo del Val & Bonavía, 2008), 
improve organizational effectiveness, and increase patient safety (Gowen, McFadden, & Settaluri, 
2012).  

According to Singh and Singh (2015), continuous improvement is a culture of sustained improvement 
that aims at eliminating waste in all organizational systems and processes. It is a management philoso-
phy for improving continuously the quality to accomplish customer satisfaction (ibid.). There are struc-
tured approaches to continuous improvement in the form of different quality management frameworks, 
for instance Total Quality Management, Lean Management, Six Sigma, and Lean Six Sigma (McLean, 
Antony, & Dahlgaard, 2017). According to Bergman and Klefsjö (2012), Total Quality Management is a 
wide framework covering for example the Lean Management framework. The focus of this study is on 
continuous improvement in the framework of Lean Management, as Lean Management is a vast and 
fast-evolving research area that requires more research to achieve a more mature phase in its research 
lifecycle (Danese, Manfè, & Romano, 2017). 

Research suggests that continuous improvement requires an integrated approach where improving con-
tinuously is included in the business strategy and deployed throughout the organization (Kaye & An-
derson, 1998). Liker and Morgan (2006) write that even though Kaizen, continuous improvement, is 
not voluntary in a Lean Management system, it often is not used “as true continuous improvement that spreads 
throughout the system” (ibid. p. 8). According to Kaye and Anderson (1998), organizations applying quality 
management frameworks have been studied to be unsuccessful in sustaining continuous improvement 
in the long term. To achieve and sustain continuous improvement, a culture for continuous improve-
ment must be established (ibid.). With sustaining continuous improvement is meant an organization’s ability 
to maintain continuous improvement in the long term through adapting to change in the business envi-
ronment (Prajogo & Sohal, 2004). Therefore, the concept of sustaining continuous improvement co-
vers both maintaining and developing continuous improvement or the capability of improving continu-
ously. 

According to Béndek (2016), continuous improvement cannot be defined as a mere asset – such as 
technology, capital, brand, space – as the role of people is central to the concept. Still the assets are of-
ten the focus in continuous improvement in the West (ibid.). Implementing continuous improvement 
without the adoption of quality principles will lead to failing (Nilsson-Witell et al, 2005). According to 
Emiliani and Stec (2005), the adoption of Lean Management can be either seen as ‘Real Lean’ – deploy-
ment of Lean principles and practices across the organization, with necessary adaptations with regards 
to its circumstances – or ‘Imitation Lean’ – deployment of only selected Lean principles and practices 
(ibid.). Emiliani (2007) writes that in Lean Management, an organization must adopt both the principles 
of continuous improvement and respect for people. The latter principle makes the principle of continu-
ous improvement possible (ibid.).  
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Dombrowski and Mielke (2014) write that even though 90 percent of representatives of organizations 
that participated to a survey answered that they have implemented a continuous improvement process, 
observations by Lean experts showed that the share is in fact only 10 percent. The conclusion was that 
techniques and tools are often highlighted while continuous improvement needs to be daily, organiza-
tion-wide, and resulting from an improvement culture (ibid.). According to Badurdeen, Wijekoon, and 
Marksberry (2010), numerous companies that have experienced a Lean transformation have not suc-
ceeded in sustaining the improvement work which can have been caused by an insufficient focus on the 
cultural changes (ibid.). To be successful, continuous improvement must, therefore, be adapted locally 
and cultural aspects must be considered at different stages after adopting it (Holtskog, 2013).   

According to a literature review about Lean Management research by Danese et al (2017), there is a lack 
of studies about the sustainability of continuous improvement within the Lean framework (ibid.). 
Sanchez and Blanco (2014) reviewed how continuous improvement has been studied over three dec-
ades and concluded that a less developed topic that can be interesting for future research was factors 
and continuous improvement (ibid.). 
 

1.1 Problem Discussion 

As the changes are fast locally and globally and the pace is increasing, it means that there is a constant 
need to adapt. Studies show that sustaining continuous improvement is difficult and requires both time 
and work. As continuous improvement is an important element of different quality management sys-
tems, while working with continuous improvement has been studied to be often too limited in scope 
and difficult to sustain, there is a need to study how continuous improvement can be sustained.  

However, according to research every organization’s work with continuous improvement is affected by 
different conditions and, therefore, they can have differences in their work with continuous improve-
ment, how they have worked to sustain it, and which factors have enabled the sustainability of continu-
ous improvement. Therefore, there is a need to learn about how different organizations work to sustain 
continuous improvement.  

According to Danese et al (2017) there is only a small amount of cross-national or cross-country re-
search conducted in the field of Lean Management. Their literature review revealed that most of the 
research in the field is country-specific and consequently more research gathering and comparing data 
from multiple countries is needed (ibid.). Therefore, studying the sustainability of continuous improve-
ment in organizations from two countries, Sweden and Finland, can reduce single country bias (cf. 
Danese et al, 2007) and provide with a deeper understanding of what can be specific and what can be 
more universal in different organizations. As contextual factors can affect the sustainability of continu-
ous improvement and as there is only a small amount of research within the Lean Management frame-
work about the sustainability of continuous improvement, cross-national research can add to the under-
standing of the concept. This can help in discerning the effect of different conditions that organizations 
have since there are differences in Sweden and Finland regarding the use and status of Total Quality 
Management and Lean Management. For instance, there are not academic educational programs in the 
field of quality management in Finland while universities in Sweden offer such education. Central is, 
though, that there are many other factors that effect on organizations than the context of country or 
national culture, especially in a highly globalized world. Therefore, this study will not make generaliza-
tions based on the results. 

According to Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), the interpretation of core values (presented in theory, figure 
2.1) of the Total Quality Management can change over time (ibid.). Because organizations must adapt 
to changes continuously, this can also reflect on the concept of continuous improvement and how or-
ganizations use it – also the concept has to adapt to changes. Regarding earlier research about continu-
ous improvement, the subject has not been studied much on the conceptual level (Sanchez & Blanco, 
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2014). When studying the subject, it is therefore also important to understand how the studied organi-
zations define the meaning of continuous improvement and how they work with continuous improve-
ment.  

Long-term thinking is critical for the principle of continuous improvement to ensure the continuity of 
improvement (Liker, 2009) and the long-term perspective is a key element in the definition of the con-
cept sustaining continuous improvement (Prajogo & Sohal, 2004). Therefore, along with understanding 
how organizations can work to sustain continuous improvement, it is important to also study what they 
regard as important in order to sustain continuous improvement in the future. 
 

1.2 Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of the thesis is to contribute with knowledge on how organizations can work to sustain 
continuous improvement. 

The research questions are: 

• How are different organizations working with continuous improvement?  

• What factors are the studied organizations regarding as important in enabling the sus-
tainability of continuous improvement and how have they worked with them in order to 
sustain continuous improvement? 

• What are the organizations regarding as important in order to sustain continuous im-
provement in the future? 
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2 Theoretical Framework  

In this chapter, the theoretical framework for the study is outlined. First, Total Quality Management as 
a wide framework and Lean Management are introduced. Then, continuous improvement is presented. 
After that, important aspects for sustaining continuous improvement are introduced. Finally, contin-
gency theory is presented. 
 

2.1 Total Quality Management as a Wide Framework 

The concept of Total Quality Management (TQM) is here used as in Bergman and Klefsjö (2012): as a 
wide concept covering for instance Lean Management and Six Sigma (ibid.). Bergman and Klefsjö 
(2010) define Total Quality Management as: “a constant endeavor to fulfil, and preferably exceed, customer needs 
and expectations at the lowest cost, by continuous improvement work, to which all involved are committed, focusing on the 
processes in the organisation” (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2010, p. 34).  

Bergman and Klefsjö (2012) present the cornerstone model of TQM, comprising of the cornerstones 
‘focus on customers’, ‘top management commitment’, ‘focus on processes’, ‘let everybody be commit-
ted’, ‘base decisions on fact’, and ‘improve continuously’ (shown in figure 2.1). Like the other five cor-
nerstones, ‘improve continuously’ can be seen as a core value of Total Quality Management (Bergman & 
Klefsjö, 2012, p. 46). Bergman and Kjefsjö (2012) describe the cornerstones in the following way: 

• Focus on customers. Quality is assessed and valued by the customer, which causes that it 
must be related to customer needs and expectations. Therefore, an organization should from a 
customer perspective try to understand customer needs as well as develop and adapt their prod-
ucts and operations to fulfill and exceed the needs. 

• Top management commitment. Strong and engaged leadership is critical to achieve a culture 
that supports Total Quality Management. Leaders must be engaged and actively participate to 
quality development and, that way, lead by example to enable employee commitment. Good 
leadership strengthens self-esteem and self-confidence of employees. 

• Focus on processes. Processes are networks of coherent activities which are repeated in time 
to fulfill the customer needs with the lowest use of resources. This cornerstone creates good 
possibilities to achieve a shared vision, because the effect that employees have on the end-result 
becomes transparent. 

• Let everybody be committed. To create the prerequisites for participation, an organization 
should facilitate all employees to participate in decision-making and improvement work for in-
stance through communication, delegation, and training. It includes both working to remove 
obstacles from involvement and supporting individuals to take responsibility. 

• Base decisions on fact. This cornerstone calls for collecting, structuring, and analyzing differ-
ent types of information to understand the root causes. It supports the focus on customers 
through contributing with relevant information on actual customer needs (Bergman & Klefsjö, 
2012). 

• Improve continuously. This cornerstone realizes the basic rule of TQM: “There is always a way 
to achieve higher quality at a lower cost” (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012, s. 47). This cornerstone was in-
troduced in chapter 1 and will be presented further in chapter 2.3. 

According to Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), TQM is a management system that consists of three compo-
nents: values, techniques, and tools (illustrated in figure 2.1). The values of TQM are intertwined and form 
a comprehensive picture (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012). The values form the foundation for the culture of 
the organization (Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000). Techniques are the ways to work to attain the values within 
the organization and they contain activities done in a particular order. Tools can be used to back deci-
sion-making or to ease data analysis and are relatively concrete and well-defined. The objective is to 
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found a culture grounded on values. TQM is a system formed by all these components, because tech-
niques and tools support values in forming a whole. It means that the implementation of values re-
quires suitable techniques, which, then, require suitable tools (ibid.).  

Bergman och Klefsjö (2012) state that the content of quality development concepts should be the focus 
and a comprehensive view consisting of values, techniques, and tools has therefore been characteristic 
to successful organizations. Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000) point out that the values and the number of 
values used in TQM differ based on the author and the user. Moreover, according to Hellsten and 
Klefsjö (2000), the terms used are not consistent: some refer to cornerstones or (core) values as princi-
ples, dimensions, or elements (ibid.)1.  

 

Figure 2.1. The role of the three components of Total Quality Management – values, techniques, and tools – in fulfilling the aim. The core values 
of TQM are also shown in the picture (freely after Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000, p. 242) 

2.2 Lean Management 

The concept of Lean Management can be defined as a system of philosophy, processes, people, and 
problem-solving pursuing excellence (Liker & Franz, 2011). Lean Management includes comprehensive 
philosophies, values, and strategies for organizations aiming to save resources and increase their cus-
tomer orientation, as well as concrete methods and tools that can help in achieving high effectivity 
(Sörqvist, 2004). The core values of Lean Management are very similar to the core values in Total Qual-
ity Management (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012). 

The term Lean was first introduced in 1991 by Womack, Jones, and Roos in ‘The Machine That 
Changed the World’, which described the success of Japanese practices, and in 1996 Womack and 
Jones concluded in ’Lean Thinking’ that Toyota is the best practice within the Lean framework (Liker 
& Franz, 2011). Therefore, the production system used in Toyota, Toyota Production System, has in-
fluenced the evolvement and development of Lean Management (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012) and 
Toyota is here used as an example when Lean Management and continuous improvement are pre-
sented. Lean Management is only a part of Toyota Production System (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012). 
Toyota Production System, on the other hand, is merely a part of the Toyota Way – the central princi-
ples on which the culture of Toyota is based on (ibid.). Moreover, according to Liker and Hoseus 
(2008), TQM is a central part of the Toyota Way, the culture of Toyota that has influenced Lean Man-
agement significantly. However, the use of the terms has not been consistent in research, which has 

 

1 In this thesis, mainly the terms (core) values and principles are employed. This is because within the Lean Management framework, the word ‘principle’ is 

more commonly used but there are differences between different authors and both terms are used by the same authors (e.g. Liker & Hoseus, 2008). That 

way the starting point of the language used in this thesis is in the meanings that authors and interviewees convey, which is along with the philosophical 

worldview of this study, as presented in chapter 3. 



10 
 

also had an effect on the fact that there are numerous approaches to Lean implementation and applica-
tion (Stone, 2012). 

According to Bortolotti, Boscari, and Danese (2015), Lean Management can also be outlined as consist-
ing of hard and soft practices. Continuous improvement, customer involvement, and top management 
leadership for quality are examples of soft Lean Management practices whereas setup time reduction, 
Kanban, and statistical process control exemplify hard Lean Management practices (ibid.). Noteworthy 
here is that some other researchers, for example Badurdeen et al (2011), classify continuous improve-
ment as a hard practice. Also this shows that the Lean Management framework and concepts used 
within it are not homogenous.   

Central part of Lean Management is a deep cultural transformation (Liker, 2009). Emiliani (1998) writes 
that establishing Lean takes five to ten years for a well-established organization. Developing even the 
most basic capabilities for sustained practice of Lean behaviors can take the same time. On personal 
level, the behavioral transformation takes from two to four years (ibid.). Liker and Franz (2011) suggest 
that the reason why companies applying Lean Management do not often achieve the expected results or 
sustain their progress, is that it is not considered a lifelong commitment to becoming excellent (ibid.). 
Lean is a management philosophy that becomes a fundamental part of the organizational culture when 
it is applied appropriately, which makes it a long-term commitment (Clark, Silvester & Knowles 2013).   

Lean Management can also be defined as a continuous improvement philosophy where Lean principles 
and tools are applied throughout the organization (Azyan, Pulakanam, & Pons 2017). Bergman and 
Klefsjö (2012) link the concept of Lean Management to Total Quality Management by pointing out the 
similarities in the Toyota Way and the general ideas of TQM. Therefore, also the focus of Lean Man-
agement should be on values, principles, techniques, and tools (ibid.). Applying Hellsten and Klefsjö’s 
management system model consisting of values, techniques, and tools (2000) here means that even 
though continuous improvement is the focus, in the context of Lean Management it as a value cannot 
be separated from other values. The values are a system which support each other. Along with the prin-
ciples of continuous improvement and respect for people (Emiliani, 2007), for instance, long-term 
thinking is central for continuous improvement (Liker, 2009). 

Continuous improvement is a fundamental part of Lean Management as it aims at eliminating all waste 
that does not create value to the customers (Sörqvist, 2013). Focusing on continuous improvement 
which benefits customers is, according to Runebjörk and Wendleby (2013), characteristic to organiza-
tions applying Lean Management. Customer orientation is essential for continuous improvement as the 
improvements are customer driven (Singh & Singh, 2015). Continuous challenging of the processes of 
the organization is needed for improvement (Sörqvist, 2013). Liker (2009) claims that Toyota is a suc-
cessful manufacturer because it has been able to sustain continuous improvement through Lean Man-
agement. The concept of continuous improvement will be presented next. 

 

2.3 Continuous Improvement 

It should be noted that continuous improvement is not merely used in the quality context but also in 
many other functions of organizations (e.g. maintenance, environment) (Sörqvist, 2004) and in other 
areas of life (e.g. community, hobbies) (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Here the starting point is organizational 
quality. 

According to Bhuiyan and Baghel (2005), the theoretical basis for continuous improvement is weak. 
The term is often used in a general sense and many of its attributes derive from TQM and Lean Man-
agement (ibid.). This can also be seen in that there are differences in how different researchers define 
continuous improvement. As van del Heuvel, Ho, and Benson (2013) point out, the concept of contin-
uous improvement includes the idea that everything can be improved. Therefore, even the concept of 
continuous improvement and its content are not fixed (ibid.). Also Rother (2011) writes that conditions 
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inside and outside of an organization change constantly and it is impossible to predict how they change. 
To succeed in the long term, an organization has to focus on its capability of continuously improving, 
adapting, and satisfying the changing customer requirements (ibid.). Therefore, different definitions of 
continuous improvement are presented below. After that, culture of continuous improvement as well 
as techniques and tools supporting continuous improvement are introduced. 
 

2.3.1 Different Definitions of Continuous Improvement 

According to Holtskog (2013), the notion of continuous improvement is not simple. It entails long-
term effort, often driven by management, and it has deep cultural consequences in an organization. 
Therefore, using standardized Lean tools is not sufficient for continuous improvement of an organiza-
tion (ibid.). Bessant, Caffyn, Gilbert, Harding, and Webb (1994) define continuous improvement as “a 
company-wide process of focused and continuous incremental innovation” (ibid., p. 18). Hyland, Mellor, O’Mara, 
and Kondepudi (2000) define continuous improvement as a process that manufacturing firms apply to 
improve quality, reduce price, decrease lead times, and develop delivery reliability (ibid.). 

Whereas Bessant et al (1994) and Hyland et al (2000) define continuous improvement as a process, 
Rother (2011) defines it within the Lean Management framework as daily improvement of all processes 
within an organization. Definition by Rother (ibid.) implies that projects and workshops (e.g. Kaizen 
workshops), where the improvements are executed on a certain point of time, are not continuous im-
provement as such. Process improvements are required on a continuous basis because processes either 
deteriorate or improve. Maintaining the status quo is, therefore, not possible (ibid.). According to 
Rother (ibid.), most of the organizations improve and adapt on an occasional basis - not continuously. 
In order to achieve daily improvement of all processes, the capabilities, skills, and actions of all employ-
ees are vital (ibid.).  

Bhuiyan and Baghel (2005) define continuous improvement as a culture of sustained improvement that 
targets waste elimination in an organization’s all systems and processes, involving all people working 
together. This definition covers both multiple incremental improvements as well as radical changes 
based on innovations or technology. Techniques and tools are ways of achieving improvement and thus 
they support continuous improvement but do not define it (ibid.). In similar vein, according to Berg-
man and Klefsjö (2012), the concept of continuous improvement in the framework of TQM includes 
both small and large improvements. Large improvements require creativity, innovation capability, and 
sometimes new approaches on the market (ibid.). Continuous improvement is also defined as a way of 
thinking (Béndek, 2016). 

Within the Lean Management framework, definitions of continuous improvement in Liker and Franz 
(2011) and Liker and Hoseus (2008) highlight employees’ commitment throughout the organization. 
Liker and Franz (2011) define continuous improvement as being committed to the ideal of improving 
on a continuous basis throughout the organization – which, they state, is not in reality possible. There-
fore, continuous improvement is a vision. Also their definition of continuous improvement covers 
both small, incremental improvements as well as fundamental innovation (ibid.). Liker and Hoseus 
(2008) define continuous improvement as everyone at all organizational levels constantly looking for 
opportunities to improve. Also this definition covers both big changes (system kaizen) and minor, in-
cremental improvements at the work location (process kaizen) (ibid.).   

The definitions presented in Liker and Franz (2011) and Liker and Hoseus (2008) are also similar to the 
description of continuous improvement by Deming (1986). Deming (ibid.) writes that central to pro-
cess improvement is better allocation of human effort, which covers the selection of people, their 
placement and training, and letting everyone to learn and share their talents. Continuous improvement 
and continual reduction of waste are necessary in every activity throughout an organization (ibid.). 
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Often used in the Lean Management framework is the Japanese term kaizen which, when translated to 
English, means continuous change for the better (Sörqvist, 2013). Although, according to Sörqvist 
(ibid.) the term is often used in a narrow meaning, covering only for example improvement work in lo-
cal improvement teams or kaizen events, the term covers different ways of driving and organizing for 
improvement work (ibid.). While some define kaizen as a synonym for continuous improvement (e.g. 
Sörqvist, 2013), according to Liker and Hoseus (2008), kaizen can also be perceived as a subcategory 
that supports the value of continuous improvement in the Toyota Way (see figure 2.2). 

 

Figure 2.2. The Toyota Way 2001 representing the values on which the Toyota culture is built on (as presented in Liker & Hoseus 2008, p. 
14) 

At Toyota, continuous improvement is defined as “we are never satisfied with where we are and always improve 
our business by putting forth our best ideas and efforts” (Liker & Hoseus, 2008, p. 15). In the Toyota Way, con-
tinuous improvement is supported by the foundational concepts challenge (forming a long-term vision, 
encountering challenges with courage and creativity), Kaizen (continuous improvement of business op-
erations, constantly aiming at innovation and evolution) and Genchi Genbutsu (finding facts to make 
correct decisions, building consensus and achieving goals by going to the source) (Liker & Hoseus, 
2008). 

Moreover, because continuous improvement requires, according to the definition by Liker and Hoseus 
(2008), commitment to the ideal of improving on a continuous basis in all parts of the organization, it 
entails commitment on a long term. Liker and Franz (2011) write that purpose is vital for improvement 
work. For instance, process improvement is supported by two purposes: to get business results and to 
develop people (Liker & Franz, 2011). Furthermore, important for continuous improvement is prob-
lem-solving (Liker & Franz, 2011). Unlike firefighting, which it is sometimes associated with, problem-
solving in reality means deeply seeking to recognize the root cause of a problem to prevent the problem 
from arising another time. However, problem-solving is only a part of continuous improvement (ibid.). 

 

2.3.2 Culture of Continuous Improvement 

Continuous improvement is not possible without an effective culture of continuous improvement (Bé-
ndek, 2016). Philosophy and principles, as well as the behavior and practice constituted by them form 
the culture of continuous improvement. In an organization working with continuous improvement as 
its objective, the continuous improvement culture effects on organization’s all purposeful activities 
(ibid.).  
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Central to Lean Management is creating a culture of continuous improvement, which requires under-
standing and systematical application of the principles of Lean Management (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). 
According to Liker and Hoseus (2008), building a culture of continuous improvement is a long-term 
approach to applying Lean Management. A prerequisite is that the culture is visible to senior manage-
ment. Ideally, the culture is in the DNA of the top leaders and becomes a way of life throughout the 
organization. Leaders must comprehend and represent the culture. Still, creating a culture of continu-
ous improvement takes several years (ibid.). 

Continuous improvement can be supported throughout the organization by focusing on transforming 
the organizational culture (Béndek, 2016). Culture and values are the ultimate stage of improvement. 
Culture of continuous improvement, then, supports a system of improvements – making it possible for 
the system to continuously disrupt standards (ibid.). 

According to Liker and Franz (2011), the Shingo Prize committee, which hands out awards for excel-
lence in Lean manufacturing, noticed that past award winners that have gone backward in their devel-
opment, have merely copied the Lean tools and lack leadership commitment. In contrast, past winners 
that have sustained continuous improvement, have focused on creating a culture of continuous im-
provement. The committee, therefore, changed the award criteria to highlight developing a culture of 
continuous improvement (ibid.).  

A successful culture of continuous improvement in a Lean organization is consisted of a work environ-
ment where the employees are empowered and able to implement continuous process improvements 
even without active leadership (Zarbo, 2012). Distinctive to a firm culture of continuous improvement 
are responsible employees who are accountable for their actions (Liker & Franz, 2011). Responsibility 
in this sense means taking responsibility over one’s own actions. Consequently, less traditional supervi-
sion from the managers is needed when employees take responsibility over their actions (ibid.). 

Both of the values of the Toyota Way model, continuous improvement and respect for people, have 
their focus on people (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). In Toyota, all employees are anticipated to work and in-
teract according to these two values daily (ibid.). Respect for people covers respect for customers, em-
ployees, partners, as well as other people in the surrounding world (Runebjörk & Wendleby, 2013). 
When continuous improvement is regarded as a value, also the value of respect for people should be 
regarded with it (Liker & Franz, 2011). For instance, when applying the PDSA cycle (definition in 
2.4.5), all steps have to include the principles of the organization that relate to the value of respect for 
people. That is how values are transferred into action, actions further reinforcing the values. After con-
tinual cycles of learning, a culture of continuous improvement and respect for people is built. It re-
quires understanding of how people develop as they improve processes as well as a vision of an ideal 
team member to be able to recognize the gaps (ibid.).  
 

2.3.3 Techniques and Tools Supporting Continuous Improvement 

According to Liker and Hoseus (2008), central to a culture of continuous improvement is to create con-
sistency to improvement work. This can be supported by systematic techniques and tools (ibid.). In or-
der to achieve improvement of any range, techniques and tools can be used for continuous improve-
ment (Singh & Singh, 2015). These techniques and tools are designed for searching for sources of 
problems, variation, and waste, as well as achieving ways to reduce them. Continuous improvement uti-
lizes proactive and progressive improvement methodologies. Also at the levels of techniques and tools, 
teamwork and participation of employees are essential as people apply these techniques and tools 
(ibid.).  

Singh and Singh (2015) have based on previous research identified techniques and tools that have been 
studied to support the following business objectives of continuous improvement: reducing change-over 
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times, delays, breakdowns, and waste as well as having zero defects (ibid.). The techniques and tools2 
that Singh and Singh (2015) present are: 

• Single minute exchange of die (SMED). A technique which refers to substantial decreases in 
set-up times. 

• Total productive maintenance (TPM). It improves equipment efficiency through creating a 
preventive maintenance system of equipment during the whole of its working life. 

• Kanban. A particularly designed container containing a Kanban card, signaling the need for 
more material to work station for processing.  

• P-M (phenomenon mechanism) analysis. Analyzing chronic defects systematically to reduce 
them. 

• 5S and autonomous quality maintenance. An approach to standardize procedures, house-
keeping, and maintenance. 

• Eliminating small stoppages and speed losses. Irregular stops during normal production are 
reduced in order to increase the continual cycle time to design specification. 

• Poka Yoke / Jidoka. Mechanisms that are applied to make an entire process mistake-proof. 

• Standardized work. Work where the sequential activities have been appropriately structured. 
(presented in chapter 2.4.5) 

• Value stream mapping. A flow diagram of the necessary activities to produce a product from 
raw materials to the customer.  

• 7 W (waste). Seven frequently accepted wastes are generated from the manufacturing operations. 
(Singh & Singh, 2015). 

 
Although techniques and tools support continuous improvement, Dombrowski and Mielke (2014) 
point out that the tools require continuous improvement processes to create benefit in the long term.  

 

2.4 Sustaining continuous improvement 

In the following sections, aspects that have been studied to be important for the sustainability of con-
tinuous improvement are presented. Several of them also support the culture of continuous improve-
ment. The sections are to a certain degree overlapping, which can be explained through TQM and Lean 
Management being systems, where values are intertwined and where values, techniques, and tools form 
the system (cf. Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000; Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012).  
 

2.4.1 Long-term Orientation and Constancy of Purpose 

Continuous improvement is based on learning, both at individual and organizational levels (Liker, 
2009). Therefore, the abilities of an organization and its individuals to learn and adapt to continuously 
changing environment can be developed and a learning organization can be built (Liker, 2009). How-
ever, it is a long-term journey, as long-term improvement requires shifting the focus from firefighting 
and short-term solutions (Liker, 2009). Long-term commitments from an organization – its leaders and 
employees – are required for sustaining continuous improvement (Pakdil & Moustafa Leonard, 2015). 

Sustaining continuous improvement is supported by defining and serving a long-term purpose (Liker & 
Franz, 2011). A positive vision focusing on benefits for customers, society, and employees can inspire 
people to improve according to research. When working with continuous improvement, it is essential 
to understand the gap between the actual situation and the ideal situation because it increases the moti-
vation to improve continuously (ibid.) According to Deming (1986), best efforts can do damage, if 

 

2 The authors do not in every case specify whether they consider the object a technique or a tool 
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there are not principles that guide them. Everyone has to know what they do, and consistency of effort 
is therefore vital. Teamwork, good leadership, and knowledge support this.  

Central to long-term orientation is an organization’s philosophy which defines its purpose (Rother, 
2011). Because constancy is an important element of the definition of ‘continuous improvement’, as it 
implies that improvement is continuous, defining the purpose of an organization in the long term sup-
ports the continuity of improvement (Béndek, 2016). Deming (1986) lists creating constancy of pur-
pose for improvement as the first one of his 14 points for management. Deming’s 14 points is a list 
that provides with important principles to be used as a basis of organizational transformation. In order 
to survive, an organization has to have constancy of purpose and commitment to improvement of its 
competitive position, thus focusing on problems of tomorrow. Deming points out that instead of only 
concentrating on the next quarterly dividend, an organization should reflect on its existence tens of 
years from now. Establishing constancy of purpose is supported by innovating and distributing re-
sources for long-term planning. Resources should also be allocated to research and education. Moreo-
ver, products and services should be continuously improved (ibid.).  

Deming (1986) writes that instead of steering the organization based on short-term goals and focusing 
on short-term profits, an organization should focus on long-term growth through a continual work to-
ward improvement of processes, products, and services. In that way, long-term thinking in the form of 
constancy of purpose for quality improves an organization’s capability to survive (ibid.).  
 

2.4.2 Systems Thinking 

Also systems thinking is important for sustaining continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 2011). Vital 
for systems thinking is that a system cannot be understood through its individual parts, but there needs 
to be an understanding of the whole (Senge, 1990). According to systems theory, a system cannot be 
optimized by trying to emphasize its individual parts (Rother, 2011). Optimizing individual parts of a 
system would, in time, lead to conflicting interests between the long-term strategy of an organization 
and its functions (ibid.). The view of an organization as a system is visible in definitions of continuous 
improvement presented earlier: all parts of an organization are involved, for instance through the im-
provement of all processes (Rother, 2011) or all employees at all organizational levels constantly look-
ing for opportunities to improve (Liker & Hoseus, 2008).  

According to Liker and Franz (2011) there is not a simple solution for sustaining continuous improve-
ment because organizations are systems. The concept of entropy, which is used in systems theory, can 
be seen as the total of energy in a system that is unavailable to do work. The law of entropy in thermo-
dynamics means that entropy, disorder will naturally increase over time, which consequently causes that 
the energy level decreases. In the context of Lean Management this means that improvement gained 
merely with tools will cause the decay of improvement over time. The positive energy comes from peo-
ple who continuously improve but there will always be entropy. Therefore, passionate leaders capable 
of leading continuous improvement are needed to uphold and grow the positive energy of improve-
ment (ibid.). 

Vital for how successful an organization is in sustaining the improvements is how it defines and works 
with continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 2011). Liker and Franz (2011) describe the ideal culture 
of continuous improvement as organic (ibid.). They exemplify this with Toyota, pointing out that the 
company does not consider Toyota Production System a mechanistic process that is used for imple-
menting improvements. Instead, the company has a more organic view on continuous improvement 
based on systems thinking. A focus on sustaining merely the gains causes that an organization stops im-
proving (ibid.).  
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2.4.3 Leadership and Leadership Development 

Central to the continuous improvement culture is extensive, proliferating leadership that drives im-
provement (Béndek, 2016). The commitment and behavior of leaders have the largest effect on 
whether continuous improvement within an organization becomes successful (Sörqvist, 2013). There-
fore, committed leadership is a prerequisite for sustaining continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 
2011). 

Sörqvist (2013) writes that within Lean Management, leadership for continuous improvement is estab-
lished in values that cover quality, improvement work, and the roles and responsibilities of employees 
in improvements (ibid.). Similarly, Liker and Franz (2011) highlight that top-down approach combined 
with engagement of employees from the bottom-up has provided with good results when working with 
continuous improvement. Persuasion, encouragement, and pushing employees out of their comfort 
zones is beneficial for employees and the organization in the long term (ibid.). Correspondingly, Holts-
kog (2013) concludes that leadership must support people’s need for achieving goals. Leadership 
should also create focus on the efforts based on organization’s strategy, while adopting a long-term per-
spective (ibid.). The bottom-up perspective will be discussed in chapter 2.4.4. 

Important for successful leadership that supports sustaining continuous improvement is that improve-
ment work is considered a strategic focus, the necessary resources are ensured, improvement work is 
followed up, and the culture of continuous improvement is established in all parts of the organization 
(Sörqvist, 2013). Also here the purpose is key: leadership must aim at creating an institution that will 
serve a larger purpose (Liker & Franz, 2011). Leadership effects on how the purpose generates the vi-
sion for the organization and how it is converted into short-term and long-term planning (ibid.). 

According to Liker and Convis (2012), leaders should delegate responsibility for continuous improve-
ment to work groups. In the case of Toyota, continuous improvement is supported by the role struc-
ture where group leaders, who manage the daily work, teach and coach team members. The group lead-
ers and team members together own, operate, and improve their processes continuously. The work 
group ideally has the ownership and understanding of its processes and improvements (ibid.). In order 
for the work group to succeed, it needs strong coaching support (Liker & Convis, 2012). The leaders’ 
role is, therefore, to coach, teach, and inspire (ibid.). According to Rother (2011), in Toyota, which is 
considered one of the most successful organizations to sustain improvement on a continuous basis, im-
provement and leadership have the same meaning. Leadership is not separate from improvement work 
(ibid.). 

According to Liker and Franz (2011), leaders creating a culture to sustain continuous improvement in 
the long term can be supported by coaches who assist them in learning problem-solving skills. Leaders 
are also supported by hierarchy, making it possible for a chain of leaders to teach and coach people to 
become leaders who can teach and coach employees in problem-solving. Top-down leadership is neces-
sary especially in the early stages of getting the system in place (ibid.).  

Change in the long term depends on the continuity of leadership (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Therefore, 
important for an organization sustaining continuous improvement is to decisively develop the subse-
quent generation of leaders who succeed the present leaders and are passionate about quality (Liker & 
Franz, 2011). In a situation where the top leader is replaced, the culture should still be sustained and 
built from the long-term purpose of the organization (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). The values of top leaders 
are reflected throughout an organization: if a top leader is very short-term oriented, they will likely lead 
others accordingly (ibid.).  

 

2.4.4 Involvement and Continuous Development of People 

Central to the concept of sustaining continuous improvement are also involvement and continuous de-
velopment of people (Liker & Franz, 2011). Several of the definitions presented in 2.3.1 highlight the 
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daily character of continuous improvement throughout the organization by all the employees who are 
committed and active. In the definitions of continuous improvement within the Lean Management 
framework, therefore, a central element is that everyone learns and commits on a daily basis.  

According to Bessant et al (1994), continuous improvement requires a supportive organizational con-
text and a high level of commitment. An organization must be evolving and adaptive, making it capable 
to cope with continuous change (ibid.). Continuous improvement is based on constant learning and 
analysis (Runebjörk & Wendleby, 2013). All members of an organization, employees and managers, 
should continuously challenge and question the different work activities in order to eliminate waste 
(ibid.). Therefore, the attitudes and mindsets of all leaders and employees are at the core of continuous 
improvement – all members of an organization need to have a strong desire to improve (Liker, 2009). 

According to Liker and Franz (2011), continuous improvement includes both the technical transfor-
mation of a process and improvement of people. People development and process improvement are 
two sides of the same coin: it is vital to develop people to reach challenging aims through a clearly de-
fined improvement process and thus becoming better people (ibid.). Human and technical processes 
are dynamic and interrelated (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Every highly engaged team member working for 
continuous improvement in all parts of processes strengthens the system continuously. Important for 
this are employees who do and think simultaneously (ibid.).  

The original idea behind the Toyota Production System was to develop people who think and learn 
how to learn, grow, and repeatedly challenge the existing techniques (Liker & Franz, 2011). This is be-
cause continuous innovators in all parts of the organization are needed all the time for continuous im-
provement. In Toyota’s case, the intertwining of the values continuous improvement and respect for 
people can also be seen in that an employee, who is not challenged and learning, is not respected (ibid.). 

As mentioned before, combining the top-down perspective with the bottom-up perspective – engage-
ment of employees – has been studied to be beneficial for continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 
2011). The bottom-up perspective is according to research necessary: continuous improvement can 
only work if the employees are actively engaged and understand the principles of Lean Management 
system (Clark et al, 2013). Important skills that are required for an organization to outlearn its competi-
tors include perceiving and prioritizing problems, solving problems, sharing learning, and developing 
employees (Liker & Franz, 2011). Teaching and learning the use of fundamental improvement tools in 
a systematic way increase effectivity and systematics. It is important to avoid deviation in the use of 
tools. However, employees are still encouraged to try, and failing is tolerated. When the organization 
matures, the process can be gradually given to the work groups and innovation in the methods applied 
is thus stimulated (ibid.). 

The bottom-up approach to continuous improvement is supported in the long term by developing the 
system towards self-sustaining (Liker & Franz, 2011). When a system is developed to make problems 
visible, accompanied by systems to examine and prioritize problems and work teams with the leader-
ship and problem-solving skills, top leaders do not constantly need to survey the system. Employees are 
more engaged when they are able to see the problems directly in their daily work (ibid.). Regarding or-
ganization’s processes, their performance level cannot be maintained without improving them continu-
ously (Rother, 2011). Working continuously with small steps of improvements is beneficial for an or-
ganization’s capability of adapting and performing because it makes it possible for more people to im-
prove. It for its part, means that more people learn, solve problems, and create solutions (ibid.). 

 

2.4.5 Shared Model for Improvement  

According to Rother (2011), an organization can achieve competitive advantage by its capability of un-
derstanding situations and creating suitable solutions, not by its solutions (e.g. techniques, products). 
Sustaining continuous improvement is supported by considering improvement work a crucial element 
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in daily work (Rother, 2011). Relevant for the daily application of continuous improvement is a shared 
model for improvement that is spread throughout the organizations and applied by all people (Liker & 
Franz, 2011). For instance, problem-solving should be systematic at all levels of the organization (Liker 
& Hoseus, 2008). The process and vocabulary used in problem-solving is the same for everyone, but 
there can be differences in how it is applied at different levels of the organization. Also, in regard to big 
changes based on innovation, the problem-solving is more formalized and lead by senior management 
whereas in the context of small, incremental improvements it is less formalized and committed by work 
groups - even though the same problem-solving process is used (ibid.). 

An organization needs, therefore, systematic methods that guide the capabilities of all employees and 
create results, because it enables growing through continuous improvement (Rother, 2011). Rother 
(ibid.) presents as an example the kata method that Toyota practices. Kata is a method for an organiza-
tion to be in sync with its circumstances. The method includes a behavioral routine which is specific for 
the organization and which is repeated in daily work. It sets the context for developing shared princi-
ples and tools, thus providing with results. Kata consists of the improvement kata – a constantly re-
peated routine for adapting, improving, and developing through continuous improvement and daily 
leadership – and the coaching kata – a continually repeated routine for leaders and managers to teach 
improvement kata throughout the organization (ibid.). 

Continuous improvement of a process is possible first after the process is stable and standardized 
(Liker, 2009). According to Sörqvist (2013), continuity and systematics to continuous improvement can 
be created by standardizing an improvement process with shared routines and techniques for the whole 
organization. Standardized work is therefore important for sustaining continuous improvement. The 
purpose of standardization is to establish a known and accepted way of carrying out the tasks. Stand-
ards should be constantly used in improvement work. Through improvement activities, the standards 
are updated to reflect the best way to perform the task. Furthermore, the work with continuous im-
provement needs to be standardized. An organization can, for instance, use standardized routines for 
reporting the achieved results and effects. An example of how improvement work can be standardized 
is the use of A3 forms in the reporting of the improvement work (ibid.). 

Another shared model in improvement work, which also supports the kata method in Toyota, is the 
PDSA cycle3 (figure 2.3) (Rother, 2011). It is a helpful practice to follow for improvement of any stage 
of a process (Deming, 1986). Sustaining continuous improvement and process is, with right the philos-
ophy, supported by the PDSA cycle as a process of learning (Liker & Franz, 2011). It involves using 
process checks and feedback as a means for learning and development (ibid.).  

According to Liker and Franz (2011), the PDSA cycle is a way of making processes leaner through con-
tinuously eliminating waste. The PDSA cycle enables learning in a deliberate way: in the first step, plan, 
the problem is identified based on the facts. In the next step, do, countermeasures are tried in order to 
find out whether they work as expected. Then, in the following step, study, the results are studied and 
learned from. In the fourth step, act, the necessary actions are taken based on what was learned in the 
preceding step (ibid.). The fourth step should lead to process improvement and better customer satis-
faction (Deming, 1986). After one loop of the cycle, the next one can begin and so on (ibid.). Liker and 
Franz (2011) argue that the PDSA cycle should be used as more than a technique for solving problems 
– it should be understood as a way of thinking and as a part of the learning philosophy, supporting 
continuous improvement in all parts of an organization. In the next PDSA loop, unresolved issues and 
things that can be improved from earlier loops, can be addressed. The PDSA cycle can be considered a 
true process of continuous improvement, because applying it on any process should not have an end. 
Therefore, the purpose for using a shared model is also vital for sustaining continuity of improvement: 

 

3 In this thesis, the term PDSA cycle (Deming, 1993 in Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012) is used. Rother (2011) refers to the PDSA cycle as the PDCA cycle 

where the third step, study, is called control. Liker and Franz (2011) also refer to the PDCA cycle but instead of referring to the last step as act as Deming 

(1993 in Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012) does, they call it adjust. The PDCA cycle is also referred to as the Shewhart cycle or the Deming cycle (Deming, 1986).  
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whether the purpose is to just control the process by solving problems or to learn by trying, improve 
process, and develop people (ibid).  

 

Figure 2.3. The PDSA cycle showing the four steps of plan, do, study, and act (as presented in Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012, p. 46) 

 

2.5 Contingency Theory 

Contingency theory claims that the best solution for leading an organization or a process is contingent 
on the particular situation (Netland, 2016). Contingencies are the attributes of a specific context, which 
cause that situations are different. Contingency theory has been used in the context of Lean Manage-
ment to explain why organizations struggle to apply it systematically. The assumption is that the differ-
ent contextual factors of an organization effect on what works for it and what does not work (ibid.).  

The context of an organization must be taken into consideration when applying Lean Management, es-
pecially when a cultural change is concerned (Yamamoto & Bellgran, 2010). According to Liker and 
Hoseus (2008), the circumstances of an organization need to be considered when an organization cre-
ates and develops its management system. Instead of copying the system that Toyota has built, adopt-
ing continuous improvement and respect for people on a principle level or using them as values can be 
beneficial (ibid.). van del Heuvel et al (2013) state, while discussing the principles of continuous im-
provement, that a successful adaptation of continuous improvement does not necessarily involve all 
principles as they have no specific applications. Instead, the context of an organization influences 
whether and how different principles are applied (ibid.). 

Also Liker and Franz (2011) point out that when working with continuous improvement, the context 
of an organization or process is important to understand. Every system differs from other systems. An 
improvement that works in some part of a process or an organization might not be the ‘best practice’ in 
other contexts. Also, the point of time has an effect on whether the solution works or not. If an idea or 
best practice is replicated to a different environment, the environment should first be understood 
(ibid.). 

Earlier on, in chapter 2.3.3, techniques and tools supporting continuous improvement, which Singh and 
Singh (2015) present, were briefly introduced. However, from the perspective of contingency theory 
they are linked to certain business objectives. Their role in fulfilling the people purpose that Liker and 
Franz (2011) discuss was not argued in the article. Moreover, the presented techniques and tools cannot 
as such be applied universally to any kind of organizations. For instance, the definitions of Kanban, 
value stream mapping, and 7 W, which Singh and Singh (2015) present, are based on the context of 
manufacturing organizations. 

Because organizations have different conditions affecting on what works for them, it, therefore, is im-
portant to understand the current conditions of an organization by finding out the purpose of its ac-
tions – how both processes and people are developed (Liker & Franz, 2011). Holtskog’s study (2013) of 
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five Norwegian companies working with continuous improvement showed that a solid local adaptation 
is a requirement for continuous improvement to work properly. When considering the implications to a 
management system of values, techniques, and tools, as structured in Hellsten and Klefsjö (2000), it can 
mean that values, techniques, and tools should be adapted based on contextual factors affecting the or-
ganization.  

 

2.5.1 Does the Regional and National Cultural Context Affect How Successful an Organization Is 
with Continuous Improvement? 

When it comes to cultural context, Liker and Hoseus (2008) state that the deeper levels of culture are 
taken for granted. They exemplify it by writing that Americans take for granted that people want to 
earn salary proportionally to their own performance. Still, the will for salary for performance is very 
strong in individualistic cultures such as in the American culture (ibid.). According to Liker and Hoseus 
(2008), typical cultural tendencies of Western countries include strong short-term orientation (versus 
long-term orientation), strong belief in the controllability of the environment (versus adapting to a less 
predictable environment), and practice of rules of formal logic to comprehend and predict the world 
(versus a more holistic and intuitive approach). These characteristics can cause that Western organiza-
tions understand Lean Management as a set of definable tools that will lead to particular performance 
outcomes such as cost reduction (ibid.) 

Hofstede Insights have studied national cultures of different countries for six value dimensions (Hof-
stede Insights, n.d.). It shows that while the power distance in Finland and Sweden is on a similar level 
(index of 31/100 in Sweden and 33/100 in Finland), there are also significant differences. Uncertainty 
avoidance index is 29/100 in Sweden whereas in Finland it is 59/100. Masculinity index is 5/100 in 
Sweden while in Finland it is 26/100. Indulgence index is 78/100 in Sweden and in Finland it is 
57/100. Long-term orientation index is in Sweden 53/100 whereas in Finland it is 38/100. Individual-
ism index is 71/100 in Sweden and in Finland it is 63/100 (ibid.). Hofstede Insights (ibid.) clarify the 
meanings of these indexes: for instance, the low long-term orientation in the Finnish culture signifies a 
focus on achieving quick results and normativity, whereas the high uncertainty avoidance means regard-
ing time as money, inner urge for being busy, emotional need for rules, as well as possible resistance of 
innovation. In contrast, the low preference for avoiding uncertainty in the Swedish culture means toler-
ating deviance from the norm, the will to only have rules that are necessary, and not seeing innovation 
as a threat (ibid.). However, it should be noted that the effect of national culture on the organizational 
culture is not self-evident. National culture is never homogeneous even if some cultural aspects are 
highlighted on a national level. Indexes on a national level can be based on averages and other contex-
tual factors affect organizations as well. 
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3 Method 

In this chapter, the research process and the methodological framework of this study are presented. 
Moreover, the different choices of the research design and methods are explained, reliability and valid-
ity are covered, and the ethical perspective is discussed.  
 

3.1 Choice of Topic, Collection of Secondary Data, and Preunderstanding  

The choice of the topic of this study was made after reading several scientific articles about Total Qual-
ity Management. The research topic of sustaining continuous improvement was chosen based on ana-
lyzing the research field. The research problems were identified, and the purpose statement was formu-
lated. Based on that, the theoretical framework was drafted. Literature was applied to frame the prob-
lem and the background of the study (as suggested in Creswell, 2014). A delimitation that was made 
was studying organizations that have adopted Lean Management, because it is one management system 
for which continuous improvement is central. By choosing to study organizations working with the 
same – though not coherent – framework, the focus is on how these organizations work to sustain con-
tinuous improvement within the frame. The scientific articles and literature showed that the concept of 
continuous improvement is not coherent. Delimiting the study to organizations applying a certain man-
agement system can enable finding meaningful patterns in the empirical material.   

To be capable of interpreting how different organizations work to sustain continuous improvement, 
literature and several scientific articles were studied, and the theoretical framework of this study was 
formulated before choosing the research method. Scientific articles were searched from the following 
databases: Primo (the university library database of Mid Sweden University), Academic Search Elite, 
and Emerald, also the two latter of them accessed through the library database of Mid Sweden Univer-
sity. The following search words and phrases were used when searching the articles: contin* improve*; 
contin* improve*, lean; contin* improve*, tqm; contin* improve*, sustain*; contin* improve*, culture; 
contin* improve*, result*; and lean, research. Literature was searched from the following databases: 
Primo (the university library database of Mid Sweden University), Helka (the library database of the 
University of Helsinki), and Helmet (the library database of the Helsinki metropolitan area libraries). 
These searches gave a large amount of results. Out of them the titles were read and in case the title was 
considered relevant the abstracts were read. Based on that, dozens of articles were read.  

When formulating the theoretical framework, a supporting tool was used to understand what is relevant 
and on what level: a tree diagram was prepared to outline the theory. This helped to prioritize what was 
included in the theoretical framework. After the theoretical framework was framed, the methodological 
framework was planned in detail, covering the upcoming stages as well as their relation to the purpose 
and theoretical perspective (cf. Trost, 2010). Below, the methodological choices are described. 

 

3.2 Philosophical Worldview 

Creswell (2014) writes that the philosophical worldview reflects on the research design. Philosophical 
worldviews need to be identified because they affect the research practice. Creswell (ibid.) defines the 
term worldview as “a basic set of beliefs that guide action” (based on Guba, 1990 in Creswell, 2014, p. 6). He 
presents the philosophical worldviews postpositivism, that is based on determination and reductionism; 
social constructivism, in which understanding and multiple participant meanings are central; transformative, 
that is political and power and justice oriented; as well as pragmatism, which focuses on consequences of 
actions and is problem-centered (ibid.). 

The philosophical worldview applied in this study is social constructivism. It is based on the view, that 
individuals try to understand the world in which they live, developing subjective meanings of their ex-
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periences (Creswell, 2014). A key reason for choosing this worldview is that according to it, the genera-
tion of meaning is social, emerging from interaction with a human community (cf. ibid.). Patterns of 
social action – which also organizations consist of – are not defined by nature biologically, and there-
fore social conduct can alternate conceptually (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros 2008). The conse-
quences that the choice of the philosophical worldview has meant for this study are discussed in differ-
ent sections. 

 

3.3 Approaches to Research and Research Design 

Creswell (2014) presents three different approaches to research. Qualitative research approach is applied 
for studying and understanding the meaning that people attribute to a social or human problem. The 
researcher makes interpretations of the meaning of the data. In qualitative research, depicting the com-
plexity of the situation is seen as important (ibid.). The main purpose of qualitative methods is to study 
meaningful phenomena by identifying meaning or significance of actions, texts, and so forth (Johans-
son, 2016). Quantitative research approach is used to test objective theories by studying the relationship 
among measurable variables. The findings are expected to be replicable and generalizable (Creswell, 
2014). Mixed methods research approach is applied when collecting both qualitative and quantitative data 
to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem (ibid.). 

This study will apply the qualitative research approach because the purpose is to contribute with 
knowledge on how organizations can work to sustain continuous improvement. A preunderstanding is 
that contextual factors have an effect on organizations and therefore the results are not expected to be 
generalizable as such. However, it is expected that general patterns can be found. According to Gobo 
(2006), qualitative research is not generalizable in the sense that the results would indicate what individ-
uals or groups with similar capacities do. However, the results are generalizable as descriptions of what 
individuals or groups with similar capacities can do (ibid.). The choice of qualitative research design is 
also in line with the philosophical worldview, social constructivism, of this study, as central to it is to 
understand the meanings that people convey (cf. Creswell, 2014). 

 

3.4 Scientific Approach 

Quantitative studies usually apply a deductive approach where the objective is to test and verify theory 
(Creswell, 2014). The researcher tests and verifies a theory by investigating hypotheses or questions that 
are deducted from it, from the general to the specific (ibid.). Qualitative studies often apply an inductive 
approach, where observations within the empirical material are specific with the purpose of finding com-
mon patterns (Ruusuvuori, 2010). Details within the empirical material are compared in order to under-
stand what is specific and what can have general applicability (ibid.).  

The scientific approach of this study is mainly inductive. Theory is not used as a basis for forming hy-
potheses but as a larger context for the research problem. The empirical data in this study is applied to 
meet the purpose, taking into consideration contextual factors of the study objects. Because this study 
is based on limited material and contextual factors can be meaningful for the results, the aim is not to 
generalize. However, when the data is analyzed, it will be compared to the theoretical framework in or-
der to find common patterns. The philosophical worldview of this study, social constructivism, also 
supports the choice of inductive approach, as the intent is to understand the meanings that others have 
about the studied subject (cf. Creswell, 2014). 
 

3.5 Methods of Data Collection 

According to Rapley (2006), the qualitative interview enables the researcher to collect contrasting and 
complementary dialogue on the same theme or topic. Because the purpose of this study is to contribute 
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with knowledge on how organizations can work to sustain continuous improvement, qualitative inter-
view was selected as the data collection method. According to Ruusuvuori and Tiittula (2005), inter-
views can be divided to structured, unstructured, and semi-structured interviews. Structured interviews can be 
survey-based with multiple choice questions. All questions are posed for all interviewees. In unstruc-
tured interviews the questions are asked on the conditions of the interviewee and it can therefore take 
the form of a conversation. Semi-structured interviews have predefined themes or questions, but the 
order of the questions may vary from interview to interview. Completing questions can be posed during 
the interview (ibid.). In this study, the conducted interviews are semi-structured. To fulfill the purpose 
of this study, the responses and descriptions by the interviewees are the starting point. Structured inter-
views would not leave enough space for understanding the meanings that the participants themselves 
give to the subject. 

According to Creswell (2014), the social constructivist worldview is supported by open-ended questions 
so that the participants can share their views. In this study, the questions formulated were open-ended 
to gain an understanding of the meanings that the participants convey. As the purpose was to study 
several organizations and to conduct several interviews, several questions were prepared with the aim 
that the answers by interviewees can affect whether all questions are asked and the order of the ques-
tions may differ. The interview guide also included completing questions which the interviewer could 
use during the interviews in order to gain a deeper understanding. Moreover, during the interviews, 
other clarifying completing questions were asked when necessary based on the interviewees’ responses. 

Another possible method for data collection would have been multiple-case study. Yin (2014) writes 
that a case study can be a multiple-case study which means that it consists of more than one case. Mul-
tiple-case studies focus on the same phenomenon through different cases. It enables the analysis of the 
data within single cases and cross-cases (ibid.). However, according to Yin (2014), characteristic to a 
case study is the collection of data from multiple types of sources (e.g. interviews, documents). Alt-
hough choosing multiple-case study as a method for data collection could have allowed a wider under-
standing of how organizations work to sustain continuous improvement, a flaw would have been that 
the limited time resources of this study had limited the number of organizations studied. For the pur-
pose of this study, it was relevant to find out how organizations work to sustain continuous improve-
ment and therefore qualitative semi-structured interviews allowed discovering how key representatives 
of several organizations convey meaning about the subject.  

 

3.6 Interview Guide and Interview Questions 

The interview guide (appendix B) was formulated after the theoretical framework was written and after 
the methodological choices were made to be able to employ the theoretical preunderstanding when 
studying the subject. In the interview questions, the focus was on gaining understanding of how the 
studied organizations define the meaning and purpose and describe their work with continuous im-
provement and sustaining it, also by describing important enabling factors for sustaining it and their 
work with developing the factors. Another focus was to understand the direction of continuous im-
provement that the organizations are striving for and what is needed to get there because continuous 
improvement as a concept involves constant adaptation and therefore, also the capability to sustain 
continuous improvement in the future is vital. The formulated questions were to a degree inspired by 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI).  

According to Cooperrider et al (2008), Appreciative Inquiry is an initiative, that considers an organiza-
tion as an open system where human capital brings its purpose to life. The assumption of AI is that or-
ganizations have things that work right and using the method, it can be identified, what is positive and 
what is needed for change. The AI method looks for the best of the current situation to aid in thinking 
of the desired state (ibid). Cooperrider et al (ibid.) present the 4-D Cycle method for organizational 
analysis where the selected topic is studied in four phases: discovery (understanding and appreciating 
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the best of what is), dream (envisioning what the situation could be), design (coconstructing the vision 
and grounding it on strengths and new ideas), and destiny (sustaining the future by learning, empower-
ing, and improvising) (ibid.).  

The reason for only partly applying the AI initiative was that the formulation of the interview questions 
was steered by the purpose and the research questions of this study. In the 4-D Cycle method, the dis-
covery phase aims at identifying a peak experience or a high point (Cooperrider et al, 2008). Central is 
also to understand the positive core of the organization (ibid.) Concerning how organizations work to 
sustain continuous improvement, it was evaluated that a description of a peak experience would not 
function with a key concept where the capability to continuously adapt is essential. Instead, questions 
inspired by the AI method were asked after asking the interviewees to describe their current work with 
continuous improvement. According to Cooperrider et al (ibid.), in the discovery phase can be asked 
questions about enabling factors. In this study, to be able to understand the positive core of the organi-
zations – how continuous improvement can be sustained – it was posed questions about the most im-
portant enabling factors based on the description of the organizations’ current work with continuous 
improvement. The dream phase of the 4-D Cycle method is about imagining a positive future by asking 
the participants to describe a desired future, how to get there, and organizational strengths that can 
make it possible to achieve it (ibid.). Because continuous improvement as a concept means constant im-
provement, also relevant for sustaining continuous improvement is the ability to develop the capacity 
to improve. Also, as taken up in theory (2.3.1), continuous improvement can be seen as a vision (Liker 
& Franz, 2011). Thus, questions inspired by the dream phase of the 4-D method were formulated and 
asked to study the future direction. 

An advantage in taking inspiration from the AI initiative was that it works well with the philosophical 
worldview of this study, social constructivism. According to Cooperrider et al (2008), an important 
foundation of AI is that the appreciative process of knowing exists through interaction with and within 
a social system, which means that it is socially constructed. 

The interview guide was written in English and then translated to Swedish and Finnish. Because a 
problem in the translation can be that the meanings differ, causing that the interview guide might not 
be valid, the interview guides were translated carefully so that they would have the same meaning in 
both languages. Here, the meanings of words and word forms were a focus. The translated interview 
guides were then tested by carrying out test interviews, one in Finnish and one in Swedish. Based on 
the test interviews, some questions were altered and new questions were formulated. 

 

3.7 Sampling of Organizations and Interviewees 

The selection of interviewees affects the outcomes of the research and the informants selected should 
be knowledgeable (Rapley, 2006). The sampling used in this study for the selection of organizations was 
purposive. According to Silverman (2006), purposive sampling allows the researcher to choose partici-
pants who illustrate some feature or process that is interesting for the study. The purposive sampling is 
related to theoretical sampling, where the participants are selected based on their relevance to the re-
search questions (ibid.).  

Because the purpose of the study is to contribute with knowledge on how organizations can work to 
sustain continuous improvement, the aim was to select organizations that have managed to sustain con-
tinuous improvement. A further delimitation was that organizations applying Lean Management were 
to be studied. In order to learn about which organizations applying Lean Management have succeeded 
in sustaining continuous improvement, two associations were contacted, Lean Association of Finland 
and Lean Forum in Sweden. Both were asked to recommend Finnish/Swedish organizations who have 
adopted Lean Management and have worked successfully with continuous improvement. Both associa-
tions provided with information about such organizations. Based on their recommendations, the con-
tacted organizations were delimited to companies operating in the manufacturing industry branch. This 
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choice of delimiting the sampling was made because Lean Management has been applied in this branch 
for the longest. Because of the limited time frame of this study, it was evaluated that from this branch it 
would be possible to find organizations for the study that have worked with continuous improvement 
and Lean Management for several years.  

The next step was to contact representatives of these organizations. Because all the recommended or-
ganizations were quite large in size, the choice was made to contact leaders with good knowledge about 
sustaining continuous improvement: it was estimated that contacting the chief executives would not be 
possible because of the narrow time frame that was available for the collection of empirical material. 
The contacted representatives of the organizations were asked to recommend leaders or managers who 
they regard as suitable to respond about how the organization works to sustain continuous improve-
ment and describe the factors enabling this. They were asked to be leaders or managers because based 
on the theoretical framework, the interview requires them to be able to understand the strategic level 
and the direction of continuous improvement in the organization.  

An introduction was written (appendix A) before contacting the recommended organizations by calling 
them. This included a short introduction of the author and her background (student, Mid Sweden Uni-
versity, master level studies in quality management and leadership), the purpose of the study, who the 
author would like to interview, what the focus of the interview will be, and how long time the interview 
is estimated to take (30-60 minutes). All participants were also sent confirmation emails with the same 
details that were given in the introductions. 

All the three recommended Finnish manufacturing companies were contacted, and all agreed to partici-
pate. The interviews were scheduled over email. The aim was then to select a corresponding amount – 
three representatives – from Swedish organizations for the interviews. Eight recommended Swedish 
companies were contacted by calling as it took several calls to the telephone exchange of these organi-
zations until some contact persons were reached. The interview with the first reached representative 
was scheduled over the telephone. Another contact person asked to receive the information over email 
and agreed to be interviewed after receiving the email with the same information. Third person did not 
have time when calling them but asked for the information over email. An email was sent but the re-
sponse took time. Because of the tight schedule for the collection of empirical material, the author con-
tacted a representative of another organization directly through email as informed in the telephone ex-
change. Another representative from this organization agreed to be interviewed. Later also another rep-
resentative of the organization where the third contacted person works replied to the email request 
agreeing to be interviewed. Thus, four representatives of Swedish organizations were selected for the 
study (table 3.1). 

Table 3.1. Background information about the organizations and the codes of interviewees/organizations used in chapter 4 

 

Code of the 

interviewee/ 

organization 

Country Title
Number of 

employees 

Year of adopting Lean 

Management 

Year of adopting 

continuous improvement

A Sweden Quality Manager 300 2006 2009

B Finland Plant Manager 130
tens of years, 

comprehensively in 2013 

tens of years, systematically 

in 2013

C Sweden

Business 

Development 

Manager 

252 1994

always, in a structured way 

in the beginning of the 

2000’s

D Finland Production Manager 200 comprehensively in 2007
long time, in a big way in 

2007

E Sweden Lean Coordinator 250 2011
always, in a more organized 

way in 2011

F Finland
Business System 

Leader
450 systematically in 2007-2008

a longer time, 

systematically in 2007-2008

G Sweden
Head of Operational 

Excellence

3 600 (in the 

factory area)
ca. 2002

from the beginning, 

centrally from 2002
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3.8 Conducting the Interviews 

The interviews were then carried out the way they were planned, using the interview guide and com-
pleting the questions when more detailed information was needed. The length of the interviews varied 
from 32 minutes to 60 minutes. The interviews begun with a short introduction of the purpose of the 
study and a definition of the concept of sustaining continuous improvement. After that, general back-
ground questions were asked before proceeding to the main theme. After each interview, the inter-
viewer reflected on what can be improved for the next interview, mainly analyzing whether the listening 
was active, and the completing questions posed relevant and adequate.  

Six of the interviews were carried out over the telephone, because geographically it was not possible to 
schedule face-to-face interviews. One interview was carried out in the facilities of the studied organiza-
tion.  

All of the interviews were recorded with a dictaphone. The choice to record the interviews was made 
because several persons representing different organizations were interviewed. By recording the inter-
views, the author was more able to understand the contexts of different comments given in the inter-
view because there was no need to rely on the memory when analyzing the data. Moreover, recording 
enabled to focus during the interviews on listening to the interviewees and to ask necessary completing 
questions. According to Trost (2010), recording the interviews makes it more possible to focus on lis-
tening to the interviewees and asking the questions instead of making notes. During the interviews 
some notes were made with the purpose of being able to ask necessary completing questions. 

After each interview was completed, the next stage was to transcribe it. This was done to facilitate the 
analysis of the data. As there were several interviews, it was seen as necessary to make as accurate tran-
scriptions as possible so that in the analysis phase the interpretations would be based on what was ex-
pressed during the interviews, and not on what the interviewer remembers. However, there are also 
drawbacks to transcribing the interviews. According to Trost (2010), listening to the recordings and 
transcribing them is very time-consuming. Although making the transcripts took several work days, it 
enabled a more systematic analysis. 

 

3.9 Data Analysis 

Rapley (2006) points out that analysis is an ongoing process that starts even before the first interview 
when the literature and informants are selected. The choices that the selection of themes and inform-
ants involve can be considered analytic choices. The consequence that the choice of the philosophical 
worldview of this study, social constructivism, has on the analysis, is that the meanings that the inter-
viewees produced in the interviews cannot be narrowed into a few ideas or categories but instead the 
complexity of views is studied (cf. Creswell, 2014). This does not mean that categories were not used 
during the analysis: the material was categorized but the focus was on using them in order to gain a 
deeper understanding of the complexity of different meanings that were conveyed during the inter-
views. Therefore, the categories are not interesting as such but together with their broader meanings 
and how they are interlinked. Social constructivism is also reflected in chapter 4 where the results and 
analysis are presented, because within the worldview, the goal of the research is to rely on the inter-
viewees’ views of the topic (cf. Creswell, 2014). Therefore, the meanings conveyed by the interviewees 
about the studied phenomenon are a focus. 

For the data categorization of all interviews, the qualitative data analysis software QDA Miner was 
used. The categories were used to get an understanding of the coverage of the data. The purpose of 
choosing a data analysis software for the analysis was that representatives of seven different organiza-
tions were interviewed and it was estimated that using a data analysis software could allow a systematic 
analysis of the interviews. The interviews were long and covered many themes and therefore using a 
data analysis software allowed to gain a deeper understanding of the material. According to Creswell 
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(2014), qualitative data analysis software can facilitate in comparing if the participants respond in a simi-
lar way to a same theme. The basis of the categorization was the content of the interviews and the cate-
gories used were open (cf. Trost, 2010). The material was first categorized one interview at a time. The 
categories covered mostly full sentences and the same sentence could be associated with several catego-
ries. After all interviews were categorized, another round of categorization was made one interview at a 
time. This was to ensure that the categorization had been systematic in different interviews. Another 
reason was that new categories arose in every interview and a new round of categorization allowed to 
check that the categorizations were as accurate as possible. As a result, the categories enabled a the-
matic analysis of the data. However, categories were not analyzed as such but as part of their broader 
meanings in the interviews. Therefore, the categories pointed towards themes which supported in the 
analysis of the interviews as whole.  

The interviews were also analyzed in L-shaped matrix diagrams using MS Excel to be able to find pat-
terns at the level of interview questions. For instance, in order to find common patterns, it facilitated in 
comparing the factors that the interviewees saw as important in enabling the sustainability of continu-
ous improvement or comparing the background factors. Therefore, the matrix diagrams were also used 
as tools to support the analysis of the data. Furthermore, the data was interpreted in relation to the the-
oretical framework of the study.  

 

3.10 Reliability and Validity 

Trost (2010) writes that reliability can often be understood as consisting of congruence, precision, ob-
jectivity, and constancy. With congruence is meant the similarity of the questions that aim at measuring 
the same thing. Precision is required when the interviewer registers the responses of the interviewees. 
Objectivity means the ways in which different interviewers register the responses. Constancy means 
that the response does not change over time (ibid.). Reliability in qualitative interview studies cannot be 
perceived in the same way as in for instance quantitative studies (Trost, 2010). It means that time can 
bring about changes to how the interviewees think and respond. Therefore, reliability of qualitative in-
terviews cannot in the same way assure constancy of the results collected during different periods of 
time (ibid.). However, reliability in qualitative interview studies can be undertaken in other ways. In this 
study, congruence was supported by formulating an interview guide and questions. Precision was aimed 
at by recording the interviews and transcribing all of them in a corresponding manner. For this study, 
objectivity in the sense of different interviewers registering the responses in the same way was not ac-
tual, as there was only one interviewer. However, here objectivity can be supported by giving the same 
information (e.g. the purpose, definition) to all the interviewees in accordance with the interview guide 
and transcribing all the interviews with the same precision.  

The reliability of the interviews can be strengthened by pre-testing of interview schedules (Silverman, 
2007). Moreover, recording and transcribing interviews according to the needs of analysis and present-
ing extracts of data in the study can add to the reliability (ibid.). Furthermore, the reliability of this study 
can be strengthened by presenting the research process in a detailed manner. 

The consequence that the choice of the philosophical worldview, social constructivism, regarding relia-
bility has, is that all social action is open to various interpretations (cf. Cooperrider et al, 2008). Here it 
can mean that both the interpretations of the analyst interpreting the research data as well as the inter-
pretations of the interviewees interpreting the setting of their organizations can be understood as some 
possible interpretations among others. Social knowledge is created, maintained, and utilized by human 
beings and therefore the responses given by interviewees are useful in understanding the social reality 
(Cooperrider et al, 2008). As an analyst, one does not exist outside of the observed social reality.  The 
consequence is that other interpretations are possible but giving specific examples in the results and 
analysis chapter can add to the reliability of the study.  
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Validity means that the question or instrument measures what is intended (Trost, 2010). Validity of 
qualitative research can be increased through beginning the analysis with a fairly small part of the data, 
generating a set of categories and after that adding larger datasets to the analysis (Silverman, 2007). This 
was a starting point for the analysis. Furthermore, the interview guides were tested before the inter-
views which can increase the validity through enabling to measure what was intended. 
 

3.11 Ethical Reflections 

The ethical perspective was taken into consideration when the research was designed. Silverman (2006) 
writes that goals for ethical research include confirming that people participate voluntarily, making in-
terviewees’ remarks and behavior confidential, protecting participants from harm, and warranting mu-
tual trust between the participants and the researcher. These goals can be met through ethical guide-
lines. Important for ethical guidelines is informed consent. It means giving the participants information 
about the research which is relevant to their decisions on participating and ensuring that they under-
stand that information. Moreover, it entails making sure that participation is voluntary (ibid.). Accord-
ing to Creswell (2014), the purpose of the study should be conveyed to the participants. These ethical 
guidelines were followed: all the contacted representatives of organizations were given the same infor-
mation by telephone – who the author was able to reach by telephone – about the purpose and subject 
of the study. Those who were not reached by telephone as well as those who were reached were also 
sent an email with the same information in written form to ensure that they understand the infor-
mation. Voluntarism was confirmed by asking for permission to interview them. In a case where a con-
tacted representative recommended another person for the interview, they were contacted by email 
where their consent to participate was asked for. Furthermore, the consent to recording was asked in 
the beginning of the interviews before the recording began. The participants of the study were given 
the choice of remaining anonymous. 
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4 Results and Analysis  

In this chapter, the results and analysis of the study will be presented. The results and analysis are out-
lined to four sections: one section for each of the three research questions and one for concluding anal-
ysis. In the first three sections, the results and analysis are mostly presented in text form but completed 
with matrix diagrams. In the matrix diagrams, presented are meanings, purposes, current work, factors, 
or directions originating from the interviews presented in themes. In the last section, general themes 
based the results and analysis shown in the three first sections are analyzed. 
 

4.1 How Are Different Organizations Working with Continuous Improvement?  

The first research question is answered through presenting how the interviewees describe the meaning 
of continuous improvement for their organization, what their purposes of working with continuous im-
provement are, and how they describe their work with continuous improvement (Appendix B, inter-
view questions 6-9). In this section, the results and analysis are presented under themes that were 
formed based on found meanings, purposes, and current work.  
 

4.1.1 Meaning of Continuous Improvement for Organizations 

 

Figure 4.1. Meanings of continuous improvement presented in themes 

In figure 4.1 the meanings of continuous improvement are presented in themes. Themes found were 
ways of working, techniques, and capacity to improve; results and vision; workplace culture and in-
volvement; size of improvement; and leadership. 

Ways of Working, Techniques, and Capacity to Improve 

All the interviewees defined the meaning of continuous improvement through ways of working, tech-
niques, or organization’s capacity to improve. Interviewees A and B saw the organization’s capacity to 
renew as central to the meaning of continuous improvement. Interviewee A described the meaning of 
continuous improvement: ”Every day we try to do something better tomorrow. And we work with that using different 
techniques”. It can be compared with what Deming (1986) writes about constancy of purpose: commit-
ment to improvement through a focus on problems of tomorrow. Also in the description by inter-
viewee A, the daily character of continuous improvement is highlighted, like in the definition of contin-
uous improvement by Rother (2011). According to interviewee D, continuous improvement involves 
“challenging the own operations at all levels”.  

Several interviewees defined the meaning of continuous improvement through improving the current 
standards: for instance, through the improvement of work techniques (interviewee C) and everyone 

Theme Meaning A B C D E F G Total

Renewal / challenging / improvement 1 1 1 1 1 1 6

Standards 1 1 1 1 4

Shared work techniques 1 1 2

Waste elimination 1 1 2

Working smart 1 1

Results 1 1 1 1 4

Vision 1 1

Workplace culture and 

involvement
Workplace culture / involvement 1 1 1

3

Large improvements 1 1

Small improvements 1 1

Leadership Daily leadership 1 1

Ways of working, 

techniques, and 

capacity to improve

Results and vision

Size of improvement
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having the two tasks of working standardized and improving (interviewee G). According to Sörqvist 
(2013), improvement leads to the updating of standards to indicate the best way to perform the task. 

Interviewee G described the meaning of continuous improvement also through the shared practice 
PDSA cycle and its phases. According to Liker and Franz (2011) the PDSA cycle is not merely a prob-
lem-solving technique, but also a way of thinking and a learning philosophy. Thus, it can support sus-
taining continuous improvement throughout an organization (ibid.). Describing the meaning of contin-
uous improvement through the phases of the PDSA cycle can indicate that the PDSA cycle is a basis 
for thinking that supports organizational growth. This is also backed by interviewee G describing the 
purpose of working with continuous improvement through never being satisfied leading to the con-
stant need to improve the organization. Moreover, the meaning of continuous improvement was de-
scribed through working smart, working less for added value (interviewee E), and waste elimination (in-
terviewees D and E). 

Results and Vision 

Another theme regarding the meaning of continuous improvement was results (interviewees B, C, E, 
and G). For instance, more effective work techniques bring better results (interviewee C), there is less 
scrap and waste (interviewee E), and continuous improvement is a critical condition for survival and 
competing (interviewee B). Related to this, interviewee F saw as the foundation of the meaning of con-
tinuous improvement the organization’s shared vision, which is the basis and the direction for the or-
ganization. Liker and Franz (2011) have linked their definition of continuous improvement with a 
shared direction in the form of goals. In a similar way, the meaning described by interviewee F high-
lights continuous improvement as a way of achieving the shared vision. It signifies strategic alignment. 

Workplace Culture and Involvement 

Three interviewees described the meaning of continuous improvement for their organization through 
workplace culture and environment. Interviewee A described the principle of respect for people and 
what it involves: all behaving accordingly, respecting each other, listening to each other, and making im-
provements for internal and external customers. Within the Lean Management framework, the princi-
ple of continuous improvement should be intertwined with the principle of respect of people (Liker & 
Hoseus, 2008; Runebjörk & Wendleby, 2013) and according to A, respect for people is critical for the 
meaning of continuous improvement. Interviewee D defined the meaning through taking into account 
all the employees and their thoughts. Interviewee F described continuous improvement through the 
organization speaking its own language. In the definitions by interviewees A, D and F, the involvement 
of all the members of the organization is highlighted. 

Other Themes: Size of Improvement and Leadership 

Interviewee A also discussed the meaning of continuous improvement through both small and large 
steps (cf. Liker & Hoseus, 2008; Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012; Liker & Franz, 2011). Interviewee B de-
scribed the meaning of continuous improvement through daily leadership, which the organization has 
developed during the past years. 
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4.1.2 Purpose of Working with Continuous Improvement 

 

Figure 4.2. Purposes of working with continuous improvement presented in themes 

In figure 4.2 the purposes of continuous improvement are presented in themes. Central themes were 
business and process results or goals and vision; external and internal customers; and continual learning 
and improvement. 
 

Business and Process Results or Goals and Vision   

The interviewees described their organizations’ purposes of working with continuous improvement 
through the results it generates or the vision and goals: through the business goals of earning money 
(interviewees A and C), making profit (interviewee D), increasing competitiveness (interviewees B, E, 
and G), and the process result of producing competitive products (interviewee A). Interviewee F linked 
the purpose directly with the vision and goals of the company.  

Describing the purpose of working with continuous improvement through generating business results 
implies that the organizations regard continuous improvement as crucial in meeting the business goals. 
Deming (1986) writes that critical for the survival of an organization is that it has constancy of purpose 
and commitment to improvement of its competitive position. It can be seen that the studied organiza-
tions are committed to continuous improvement and understand its criticality for the survival of the 
business. Interviewee C said during the interview that “it is critical for us to improve every day. Otherwise we 
will not survive in the long run”.  Interviewee B described continuous improvement as “a completely critical 
condition for survival”. Moreover, interviewee F relating the purpose of continuous improvement directly 
to the vision and goals of the company signifies the cruciality of continuous improvement for fulfilling 
the business purpose. 

External and Internal Customers 

Four organizations discussed purposes related to external customers: the continuous ability of serving 
the customer better (interviewee B), creating more value for them (interviewee D), and listening to and 
adapting to customer needs (interviewee E and G). Also according to research, the principle of cus-
tomer orientation is vital for continuous improvement so that the improvements are customer driven 
(Singh & Singh, 2015). 

The purposes of continuous improvement in organizations B and C cover also staff involvement and 
positive workplace environment. Interviewee C regarded for instance strengthening the self-esteem as 
one of the purposes. Interviewee B explained that involving employees also effects positively on their 
will and capability of participating to improvement work. These can be compared with Liker and Franz 
(2011) writing that process improvement is supported by the purposes of generating business results 
and developing people (ibid.).  

 

 

Theme Purpose A B C D E F G Total

Business results/goals 1 1 1 1 1 1 6

Process results/goals 1 1

Vision and goals 1 1

External customers 1 1 1 1 4

Staff involvement 1 1 2

Workplace environment 1 1 2

Continual learning and 

improvement Continual learning and improvement 1 1 1 3

Business and process 

results/goals and vision  

External and internal 

customers
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Continual Learning and Improvement 

Interviewee G described living according to the Lean philosophies of never being satisfied and improv-
ing everything constantly as purposes of continuous improvement. Interviewee E said that the purpose 
of continuous improvement is to be a learning organization. 

 

4.1.3 Current Work with Continuous Improvement 

 

Figure 4.3.  Current work with continuous improvement presented in themes 

In figure 4.3 the current work with continuous improvement is presented in themes. Central themes 
were processes, techniques, and tools; staff development and involvement; structures supporting con-
tinuous improvement; goals and strategy; values and improvement culture; customers; and size of im-
provement. 

Processes, Techniques, and Tools 

All the interviewees described shared processes, techniques, or tools for improvement used in their or-
ganizations. Almost all specified their work with continuous improvement through meeting practices. 
Sörqvist (2013) writes that some organizations use the Japanese term Kaizen in a narrow way, covering 
for instance only kaizen events. Although kaizen weeks are the main way of working with continuous 
improvement for organization F, they have built a very systematic, regular, and common model for 
them, covering comprehensive planning and follow-up processes. Along with this process for large im-
provements, organization F applies a mini kaizen process involving small improvements by employees. 
This is one example of how the organizations have built their own processes which support continuous 

Theme Current work A B C D E F G Total

Challenging the current best practice / improving 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Meeting practices 1 1 1 1 1 1 6

Solving problems / deviation 1 1 1 1 1 1 6

Visualization 1 1 1 3

Working standardized 1 1 1 3

Teamwork 1 1 2

Value stream mapping 1 1 2

Waste elimination 1 1 2

Measurement 1 1 2

Communication 1 1 2

Being curious 1 1

Working smart 1 1

Kaizen events 1 1

Planning 1 1

Follow-up 1 1

Staff development and 

involvement Staff development and involvement 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 7

Management system 1 1 2

Different roles / organizational levels 1 1 2

Local improvements 1 1 2

Goals and strategy Goals and strategy 1 1 1 1 4

Organization's values 1 1 2

Improvement culture 1 1

Customers Customer perspective 1 1 2

Large improvements 1 1

Small improvements 1 1

Structures supporting 

continuous improvement

Values and improvement 

culture

Size of improvement

Processes, techniques, 

and tools
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improvement. When dealing with the organization’s current work with continuous improvement, inter-
viewees A and B described the benefit of processes, techniques, and tools from the customer perspec-
tive, signifying customer orientation (cf. Singh & Singh, 2015). 

Staff Development and Involvement  

Liker and Franz (2011) write that continuous improvement includes both the technical transformation 
of processes and the people development. All the interviewees cover both aspects in their descriptions 
of current work with continuous improvement. People development was mainly discussed in the form 
of involvement and participation, for instance, how different working practices support and enable in-
volvement. For instance, according to interviewee G all the employees have two roles: to work stand-
ardized and to challenge and improve the standardized work. Interviewee D described very precisely, 
how their employees are encouraged to improve for instance through measurement, visualization, and 
communication. When it comes to visualization, also interviewees E and F told about their work with 
visual management and visualization, which enables everyone to understand the current situation and 
the direction. 

Structures Supporting Continuous Improvement 

Interviewees A and B brought up their management systems that support continuous improvement. 
Interviewee B highlighted the importance of daily leadership involving systematically going through de-
viations and improvement ideas. It is supported by a standardized management system. Interviewee C 
described the role structure that supports continuous improvement, where everyone depending on their 
role and position work with different improvement levels. Interviewee E described the role structure at 
different organizational levels from the perspective of managers. 

Goals and Strategy 

Interviewees A and F described their organizations’ work with continuous improvement through its 
strategic focus. Also according to research (Kaye & Anderson, 1998; Sörqvist, 2013), continuous im-
provement must be a part of the business strategy. Interviewee A highlighted continuous improvement 
as a part of the organization’s strategy, and interviewee F explained that Kaizen weeks – which are vital 
in their way of working – are linked with achieving the organizational goals. Also interviewee D dis-
cussed here continuous improvement through goals and brought up the importance that communica-
tion of key goals for the employees has for continuous improvement. Organization G works with con-
tinuous improvement both in a strategy-driven way focusing on fulfilling the goals and in a deviation-
driven way covering the work with problem-solving. This can be compared to organizations C and E 
who described their current work with continuous improvement through processes, techniques, or 
tools. In organization C people work both with improvements and elimination of problems. Inter-
viewee C pointed out later in the interview that “there are differences in working with elimination of problems 
contra improving – they are totally different things”. Interviewee E described their work with continuous im-
provement as deviation-driven. In organization E, the deviations work like a fuel for improvement 
work. Liker and Franz (2011) write that problem-solving is important for continuous improvement but 
should only be perceived as a part of it.  Therefore, the results imply that there are some differences in 
how the studied organizations understand and thus work with continuous improvement. 

Values and Improvement Culture 

A further similarity in the descriptions of interviewees A and F about their organization’s current work 
with continuous improvement is both covering it from the perspective of organizational values. This 
can signify that in these organizations the values are the foundation for the work, implying the effect of 
culture on an organization’s purposeful activities (cf. Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000; Bendék, 2016). Inter-
viewee C described the organization’s work though everyone’s involvement in an improvement culture.  
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4.2 What Factors Are the Studied Organizations Regarding as Important in Ena-
bling the Sustainability of Continuous Improvement and How Have They 
Worked with Them in Order to Sustain Continuous Improvement?  

In this section, presented are the results and analysis about what, according to the interviewees, are the 
most important factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement. Also presented are how the 
organizations describe the factors and have developed them so that they enable sustaining continuous 
improvement.  

All the interviewees were asked based on their current work with continuous improvement to tell what 
they consider the most important factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement, to describe 
each of them in their organization, and to tell how their organization has developed each of them to 
achieve the situation that enables the organization to sustain continuous improvement (Appendix B, 
interview questions 10-14). The results and analysis are presented below. In figure 4.4 are shown in 
themes the factors that the interviewees regarded as the most important in enabling the sustainability of 
continuous improvement. In this section, the results and analysis are shown in text under themes that 
were formed based on the factors mentioned by the interviewees. The factors are presented under 
themes with their own headings. Here, some factors with similar contents are presented and analyzed 
under the same heading. When presenting the factors that interviewees mentioned, it is also taken up 
what other interviewees discussed relevant to the same factor or theme during the interviews.   

 

Figure 4.4. Factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement presented in themes 

 

4.2.1 Factors Regarding Leadership, Leadership Attributes, and Strategic Planning 

All the interviewees listed factors regarding leadership, leadership attributes, or strategic planning as 
among the most important factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement. According to 
Sörqvist (2013), central to successful leadership for continuous improvement is the strategic focus on 
improvement work, ensuring necessary resources, following up the improvement work, and establish-
ing a culture of continuous improvement throughout the organization. These subjects were also taken 
up by interviewees. 

Leadership, Leadership Skills, and Disciplined Leadership Culture 

Sörqvist (2013) claims that the commitment and behavior of leaders has the biggest impact on whether 
an organization is successful in improving continuously. That is supported by the fact that most of the 
interviewees answered a factor related to leadership when asked about the most important factors that 
enable sustaining continuous improvement. Three interviewees (A, C, and E) replied leadership as a 

Theme Factor A B C D E F G Total

Goals 2 2 2 3

Allocating resources and ensuring time 2 2 2 3

Leadership 2 2 2 3

Leadership skills 2 1

Disciplined leadership culture 2 1

Building Persistence into the Management System 2 1

Demand 2 1

Understanding customer needs and being responsive to changes 2 2 2

The processes of planning and follow-up 2 1

Techniques and tools making continuous improvement easy to carry out 2 1

The balance between working with standards and improvement 2 1

Working environment of trust 2 1

Culture of involvement 2 1

Celebrating success 2 1

Leadership, leadership 

attributes, and strategic 

planning

Working environment 

and culture

Processes, techniques, 

and tools
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factor that enables sustaining continuous improvement. Related to this factor, interviewee A also an-
swered the factor ‘leadership skills’ and interviewee B ‘disciplined leadership culture’.  

Interviewee E specified that the top management enables sustaining continuous improvement. Manage-
ment should dare and manage to ask the same questions all the time, daily. Management enables sus-
taining persistent work with continuous improvement and makes the decisions: “If you do not have the top 
management with you all the way down, then you can never create this”. The incentive for them is the value cre-
ated for the customer – being competitive. In a similar manner, interviewee C stated: “It all begins with 
leadership. […] If you do not have [their engagement], one is doomed to fail”. 

There are similarities in the descriptions of leadership between organizations A, B, and C: in all three 
organizations good leadership involves exercising leadership near the employees, enabling involvement, 
and challenging the employees to think further. Moreover, out of the interviewees who did not mention 
leadership, leadership skills, or leadership culture as one of the most important factors, interviewee G 
told that their organization trains “leaders in their role to be curious, near their staff, demand standardized work, 
and even challenge to work with improvement”. Interviewee A highlighted the importance of coaching skills 
leaders (cf. Liker & Convis, 2012). Asking the same questions is seen as important because it supports 
employees’ learning (organizations A, C, and D who did not list leadership as a factor) and sustaining 
persistent improvement work (organization E). Active daily leadership is also according to Liker and 
Hoseus (2008) a requirement for sustaining the culture of continuous improvement. In organization A, 
the leaders’ capability of being present has been developed through training all leaders. The gain was 
that everyone speaks the same language and understands the benefits of continuous improvement. 
Leaders should not steer too hard to enable the employees to think. Organization A has developed 
these qualities by implementing the Toyota kata technique. When it comes to using the technique over 
time, the organization has dropped back because of reorganizations and new managers. 

In organization C, an important prerequisite for leadership is the leadership structure: it is a team or-
ganization where managers do not have too many employees. This enables the time for improvement 
work: “Each leader should be near their employees. They should be available and good at demanding our current work 
techniques, our standard of today.” Moreover, good leaders “dare to challenge and give mandate and possibilities to 
their employees”. Breaking down the leadership roles based on the level of the organization enables “secur-
ing that we put enough time for improvement and then it is required that one has a certain amount of people out in the 
operations”. This has been developed through focusing on how much time is put on respective tasks. 

Interviewee B considered disciplined leadership culture as a requirement for sustaining continuous im-
provement. It is needed to create new prerequisites for the organization to work better. It means “work-
ing hands on instead of just doing things in an Excel table” and “working together for a shared goal and enabling the 
daily work”. For leaders, it is vital to serve the cause of creating preconditions for good work.  Like in 
organization C, also in organization B the organizational positions, roles, and tasks of leaders are clearly 
defined. Interviewee B described that disciplined leadership culture also means being systematic and 
applying leadership practices that have been agreed on. Thus, there is less variation between the leader-
ship of different functions. Organization B has developed this factor by renewing its management sys-
tem, creating practices for daily leadership, thus “forcing leaders at different levels to discomfort zones compared 
with the situation before”. This enables the employees to challenge how things can be done differently. In 
organization B, leadership development has led to a noticeable change: before, the supervisors defined 
what things are improved, whereas now things are done together. There have also been some changes 
to the tasks and roles of persons who have been supervisors. 

Building Persistence into the Management System 

According to interviewee E, ‘building persistence into the management system’ is an important factor 
that enables sustaining continuous improvement. Especially the management is required to continu-
ously be extremely persistent. Building a strong management system is supported by a large amount of 
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training in the beginning, but after that sustaining it requires holding it on the agenda all the time. Per-
sistence is supported by building improvement work into the roles and linking all activities to the goals 
and indicators: “We think that it should be an inherent part of the work to think about improving it.” Improving 
one’s work is included in roles. “Thus, it actually only is about persistence. […] It becomes a part of the culture”. 
Interviewee E said that visuality supports the inherence of persistence. Furthermore, this example also 
shows how role structure can support continuity of improvement, like in organizations B, C, and G. 

Demand 

According to interviewee C, demand is an important factor for sustaining continuous improvement. 
Because employees do what managers demand, the demand from managers is crucial for sustaining 
continuous improvement. For organization C, demand involves “being near to the process and knowing the 
process, being out there when things happen”. The organization has built in demand to their daily control with 
different checklists for different functions. Small revisions are carried out daily in all teams by the per-
son responsible for the group. At higher levels there are regular revisions less often. 

Organization C has “implemented many work techniques that have failed, and we have understood that the big reason 
for failure has been that we have been poor in demanding”. From experience they created a follow-up process 
that has become stable and clear. The process helps in implementing new work techniques, new im-
provements, and stable results. Interviewee C told that: “we have become better in following up that we really 
perform what we aimed to perform”. The organization uses different schemes and visual boards in the pro-
cess. The routine of the process has been formed over time and in the beginning, persistence is needed. 
“We are used to saying that it takes 18 months to create a routine that works”. This example shows how an or-
ganization learns from its experiences and works systematically to create and sustain a routine.  

Leaders Giving Permission and Allocating Resources, and Ensuring Time for Continuous Im-
provement 

Three interviewees (C, F, and G) answered a factor related to allocating resources or time for continu-
ous improvement. Also interviewee E brought up that the corporate leader is important in enabling the 
sustainability of continuous improvement by allocating the time and resources for it but did not list it as 
a separate factor. Interviewee C regarded the factor ‘allocating resources and giving mandate to each 
team’ as important because it “enables for the teams to pursue their own local improvements, without having to go to 
the top management just to get permission”. This, according to interviewee C, signifies trust towards the mem-
bers of the organization. It can be interpreted to manifest a successful culture of continuous improve-
ment: according to Zarbo (2012), such culture consists of a work environment of empowered employ-
ees who can implement process improvements even without active leadership. The organization works 
with the factor by giving improvement groups resources in the form of for instance technical support. 
The supporting persons (e.g. mechanists, electricians) are unique to the improvement group which 
means that there is a relationship between them and even the supporting persons can have ownership 
over the improvement work. It has brought about many small and technical improvements. According 
to interviewee C, the organization helps in creating the relationships and ownership. It can be com-
pared to the work group structure of Toyota where the work groups have the ownership of processes 
and improvements (Liker & Convis, 2012). In organization C, equally the ownership of supporting 
roles within the improvement groups is highlighted. 

Interviewee C specified that also the allocation of financial resources is important: “Improvement work has 
to get to cost something so that one can get something out of it as well. One has to give resources so that things can be 
done”. It has required experimenting to find out, what an appropriate amount of resources is, but inter-
viewee C stated that “right now I think that we have found an appropriate level of resources to carry out our improve-
ment work forward”. This can be interpreted to signify constancy of purpose: here continuous improve-
ment is seen as an investment and the suitable amount of resources can be determined over time. Dem-
ing (1986) writes that distributing resources for long-term planning can support in establishing con-
stancy of purpose. 
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According to interviewee C, also here the demand from the management group is vital for securing the 
continuity of continuous improvement. The management group follows up the registered improve-
ments per month and team, which signifies that top managers are interested so that the organization 
understands that it is important to work with continuous improvement. The top management shows 
“that continuous improvement is in the top of the agenda”. Also in organization F, leaders with their example 
show that continuous improvement is important and the required resources and time for it exist. Lead-
ing with example shows management commitment which according to Bergman and Klefsjö (2012) is 
an important prerequisite for the commitment of employees. Interviewee F answered ‘management giv-
ing the permission and resources for development’ as an important factor for sustaining continuous im-
provement. “It is not self-evident that we take five persons for a week away from what many consider ‘real work’. We 
try to include the development work as a part of the daily work.” Practically this can also be seen in that leaders 
participate and use the shared techniques: “If a production line organizes a Kaizen report out and tells what has 
been done [during the Kaizen], our leaders are out there listening. And they often participate to Kaizens as well”. More-
over, leaders show their interest through communication: “If our employees in the production use a white coat, I 
am also wearing it all the time”. Participation of leaders also enables them to offer help and resources in the 
Kaizen events. This example shows how improvement culture is built and supported also actively at the 
level of symbols (participation, white coats).  

The factor has been developed in organization F for instance through leaders improving the communi-
cation. The vision of the organization is communicated more and more for all the employees. The de-
velopment of communication is, thus, a means of explaining the direction and how to get there: “every-
one has to understand their input with regard to the whole”. 

These examples reinforce the perception that continuous improvement is considered a key strategy in 
the studied organizations. Continuous improvement is a way of reaching organizational goals (organiza-
tion F) or as interviewee C states: “Good results have given it priority but then also we have to improve. Our cus-
tomers develop, and we must develop with them. If we do not improve, we lose affairs. It is a vicious circle but if we im-
prove, we can earn more money and keep our customers. It is crucial for us to improve every day”. This implies that 
continuous improvement is regarded as the strategy to fulfill the business purpose. It is also the case 
with the organization of interviewee G who responded ‘ensuring time for improvement work’ as a fac-
tor that enables sustaining continuous improvement. According to interviewee G “a success factor support-
ing continuity is that time is reserved for carrying out the improvements and not allowing – without absolute exceptions – 
to use this time for other things”. This signifies that continuous improvement is given strategic priority as in 
the two other organizations that answered a factor related to allocating resources or time for continu-
ous improvement. Additionally, same kind of strategic priority can be seen in the factors ‘disciplined 
leadership culture’ (organization B), ‘demand’ (organization C), ‘building persistence into the manage-
ment system’ (organization E) as well as the factor ‘goals’ that will be presented after this factor. 

To ensure time for improvement work, organization G uses a standard calendar to allocate time for dif-
ferent tasks. It helps in prioritizing the tasks that “benefit in the long term but do not have immediate benefit”. 
Time is challenged for individual leaders as well as teams. The tool requires training the leaders to de-
mand standards. Interviewee G told that they have a technique for developing the demand from leaders 
called Lean leadership. This can be compared to organization C where the managers’ capability of de-
manding continuous improvement has been developed through follow-up practices. It shows that also 
the capability to demand can be trained and does not have to depend on people’s or organizations’ ex-
isting capabilities.  

Related to allocating resources or time for continuous improvement, leaders – through giving permis-
sion, resources, and time for continuous improvement – advance the preconditions for working with 
improvement: they create trust, ownership, and support the working relationships (organization C), fa-
cilitate understanding the importance of one’s input for the whole (organization F), and challenge to 
work with improvements (organization G). The management signifies their interest and the importance 
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of working with continuous improvement through demand, follow-up practices, and adequate re-
sources (organization C), and through leading by example and communication (organizations F and G). 

High Goals from the Corporation, Open Goals with Long-Term Standards, and Breaking 
Down the Goals  

Organizations A, D, and F answered factors related to goals as enabling the sustainability of continuous 
improvement. All of them covered breaking down the high goals at every level. In the organizations, it 
is a means for leaders to signify demand with goals. Interviewee A, who answered ‘open goals and long-
term standards’ as a factor, linked it with the demand from leaders, which is needed to signify what is 
important to work with. Interviewee F regarded ‘high goals from the corporation’ as a factor. In organi-
zation F, continuous improvement is the means of achieving the high goals and setting high goals “chal-
lenges us to understand that to reach the goal, it is needed more than fine adjustments”. The capability to set goals 
develops continuously. Interviewee D, who answered ‘breaking down the goals’ as a factor, regarded 
“disciplined ways of acting” as a requirement to meet the goals. It means that the work is goal-oriented 
through “a process, which is followed up and everyone are expected to act according to the process”. Compared to or-
ganization C, where the leaders’ capability to demand is trained with a follow-up routine, this can be 
seen as a further example of how demand can be enhanced with a follow-up process. 

According to Liker and Franz (2011), people develop through working with continuous improvement 
so that they reach challenging aims. The interviewees discussed breaking down the goals from the per-
spectives of staff involvement and development: it enables the departments to understand what a goal 
means to them (organization F), it enables everyone to affect their own indicator and goal (organization 
D), and it strengthens the preconditions to work with continuous improvement through leaders signify-
ing the importance and being present (organization A). There are regular strategy days for the depart-
ments and the vision and goals are communicated visually for everyone with a large vision board in the 
lunch room (organization F).   

Along with interviewees A, D, and F regarding goals as an important factor for sustaining continuous 
improvement, also all other interviewees took up during the interviews the priority of aligning continu-
ous improvement with their organization’s goals. Therefore, the importance of aligning continuous im-
provement with strategic objectives (vision, goals, and strategy) in the studied organizations can also be 
seen in that organizations regard goals as enabling factors. It is in organizations supported by building 
improvement work into the roles and linking all activities to the goals and indicators. 
 

4.2.2 Factors Regarding Processes, Techniques, and Tools 

Four interviewees responded factors regarding processes, techniques, or tools as important in enabling 
the sustainability of continuous improvement. Also according to research, a standardized and shared 
process for improvement can bring continuity and systematics to continuous improvement (Sörqvist, 
2013). Rother (2011) writes that seeing improvement work as an important element in daily work sup-
ports continuous improvement. Therefore, a shared model for continuous improvement used through-
out an organization can support sustaining continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 2011). 

Understanding Customer Needs and Being Responsive to Changes in the Surrounding World 

Interviewees B and E mentioned factors involving customer orientation: ‘understanding customer 
needs’ (interviewee B) and ‘responsiveness to changes in the surrounding world’ (interviewee E). For 
both organizations, understanding the changing customer needs is vital for sustaining continuous im-
provement and constantly creating value. Interviewee B highlighted the importance of involving em-
ployees in the systematic work of identifying and mapping processes based on the customer needs. It is 
vital for employees to understand what value means for customers. Systematic elimination of waste re-
quires a comprehensive view and daily leadership is important throughout the organization. Also ac-
cording to research, important for sustaining continuous improvement is all employees at all levels of 
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an organization constantly challenging work activities (Runebjörk & Wendleby, 2013). In the case of 
organization B, preconditions for challenging the work activities have been enabled through providing 
with training in Lean Management for all the employees. 

In organization E, the responsiveness to changes in the surrounding world is based on customer sur-
veys and the strategy work of the top leaders. Although organization E would have used a lot of time 
and resources when aiming towards a certain direction, the leaders should have enough courage to 
change the direction based on the changes in the surrounding world. The organization must consider 
the long-term perspective, which is vital to Lean Management and maintaining persistence. For organi-
zation E, having had shareholders who think in the long term from the beginning, has been beneficial. 
It is vital for Lean Management, as “improvement work takes a long time to achieve results”. The organization 
is, thus, steered by both the constancy of philosophy and the capability of achieving good results. 

Responsiveness to changes in the surrounding world, that interviewee E discussed, can be compared 
with interviewee D, who took up, when discussing the factor ‘breaking down the goals’, that the goals 
need to be flexible: if there are changes affecting the business, also the goals must be changed. Possible 
changes affecting the business lead to the goals being changed but, also there, the long-term thinking 
permeates it: discipline is required from everyone working according to a shared process.  

Techniques and Tools That Make Continuous Improvement Easy to Carry Out 

Interviewee B responded ‘techniques and tools that make continuous improvement easy to carry out’ as 
a factor that enables sustaining continuous improvement. Organization B has created consistent prac-
tices that “in our culture have been possible to implement electronically”. At all levels the employees can report 
about improvement initiatives. The electronical system has secured that the improvement initiatives are 
not forgotten – they must be processed and reacted on. Process identification enables the understand-
ing of the current situation and the target state of a process which is “literally and figuratively nailed on the 
wall and we strive to go towards that direction – and everyone participates and follows it”. The target direction is 
therefore shared by everyone. The techniques and tools support the following principles: ”mistakes are 
not hidden”, ”failures are possibilities”, “making the organization to think”, “nobody is blamed”, and “finding the root 
causes.” Thus, shared techniques and tools support the culture through strengthening its principles (cf. 
Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000). The factor is directly about techniques and tools but leadership is also im-
portant: shared models have been developed and active leadership is needed to secure that the im-
provement initiatives are processed. Therefore, the electronical system as a tool for continuous im-
provement can be seen as supporting continuous improvement at the level of goals and culture: it 
serves a greater purpose by increasing employee involvement and supporting the carrying out of im-
provement.  

The processes of Planning and Follow-up 

Interviewee F regarded both the processes of planning and follow-up as important factors that enable 
sustaining continuous improvement. In organization F, a lot of effort is put into the planning of a kai-
zen week. Preparations are started six weeks before the week. Organization F has a weekly process for 
going through the plans of all the coming kaizen weeks. There is a great number of kaizen weeks during 
each year. The leadership group can decide to postpone the realization of a Kaizen week if the prepara-
tions are not satisfactory. “When the week is on and we have the people there, we do not want to waste their time”. 
After the kaizen week, there is a process for following up the results for three months: “In order to main-
tain the results, as much as the planning is invested in, we invest in the follow-up”. The person in charge of the ful-
filled kaizen presents to a kaizen audit team whether the results have been maintained, what challenges 
there are, and what kind of help is needed. This is to guarantee that the achieved standard is main-
tained. Central to sustaining this process is also leaders showing the importance: “Our leader of operations 
said that he/she has one hour a week that he/she never skips in the calendar and it is the follow-up round. He/She ex-
periences that it is his/her most important hour every week”.  
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This example shows that continuous improvement is strongly linked with the business purpose: To se-
cure that the kaizen weeks bring about good results, there are consistent processes of planning and fol-
low-up. Leaders show the importance through active leadership of the planning process and active par-
ticipation in the follow-up process. They lead by example and there are shared processes and tech-
niques for everyone, which supports a coherent improvement culture. It also is a further example of 
committed leadership as a prerequisite for sustaining continuous improvement (cf. Liker & Franz, 
2011; Sörqvist, 2013). Continuous improvement intertwining with the value of respect for people (cf. 
Liker & Franz, 2011; Rubebjörk & Wendleby, 2013) can be seen for example in not wanting to waste 
people’s time.  

Also other interviewees brought up the importance of planning and follow-up processes for sustaining 
continuous improvement. As written earlier, when organization C noticed that the implementation of 
techniques had failed because of insufficient demand, they developed a follow-up process. That has im-
proved the organization’s capability of following up that their performance meets the goals.  

Balance between Working with Standards and Improvement 

According to research, continuous improvement of a process is achievable first when the process is 
standardized and stable (Liker, 2009) and standardized work is central to sustaining continuous im-
provement (Sörqvist, 2013). In a similar way, interviewee G regarded as one of the enabling factors 
‘maintaining the balance between the two tasks, working standardized and improving’: “It is about taking 
as many problems at a time as one can handle and successively continuing on that path”. Characteristic to organiza-
tion G is that some persons are experts at problem-solving whereas some are more of experts at work-
ing standardized. Through solving problems, the system can be challenged and for example the produc-
tion rate increased, which will bring up new problems.  

Interviewee G told that this factor has been developed through training the problem-solving compe-
tence because when the skills are enhanced in structured and standardized problem-solving, the organi-
zation “create[s] a system where [it] can take care of quite many problems simultaneously.” The role of experts in 
problem-solving is to help different groups in problem-solving by transmitting their competence. 

 

4.2.3 Factors Regarding Working Environment and Culture 

Two interviewees mentioned factors regarding working environment and culture as among the most 
important factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement. Within the Lean Management 
framework, an effective culture of continuous improvement comprises of a work environment of em-
powered employees (Zarbo, 2012). According to Béndek (2016) culture and values are the definitive 
stage of improvement and a culture of continuous improvement reinforces a system of improvements. 

Company Culture of Involvement 

Interviewee D who mentioned the factor ‘company culture of involvement’ described it in the follow-
ing way: “when it comes to things that are not necessary to lead from the top-down, the decision-making is given to those 
carrying out the tasks. All changes that can be made by the employees are made by the employees”. Employees partici-
pate as members in project groups, are asked for their opinions in surveys, and asked questions on the 
factory floor. “Employees build their work spaces and working environment. When the production changes and it in-
volves changing the layout, the employees sort their own working spaces”. They are supported in this by the method 
development unit. This factor is also related to the factor ‘allocating resources and giving mandate to 
each team’ that interviewee C took up: allowing local improvements without the need to go to the top 
management to get permission. 

According to interviewee D, the culture of involvement has been built over several years. In daily work, 
this can be seen when people are listened to and encouraged, and improvements are made together. “It 
is so established that an employee in their daily activities is capable of perceiving the most reasonable way to carry out the 
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task”. It has been developed through an extremely long-going work study – daily tasks have been ana-
lyzed and standardized to the point where one knows before implementing the changes, what the ef-
fects to the working time are going to be. 

Working Environment of Trust 

Essential for the factor ‘working environment of trust’ that interviewee D mentioned, is getting support 
from the staff when changes are planned and implemented by involving union representatives, occupa-
tional safety representatives, and the staff who are affected by the changes. It supports making long-
lasting changes. The staff can from the beginning influence their working environment. Interviewee D 
told: “It can be underlined that for us it has effected greatly that we have a conscious and involved chief shop steward as a 
representative for employees [who] understands the Lean world, continuous improvement, and is aware of why it is done – 
that it is an essential part of the company’s competitiveness.” The company introduces, trains, and involves them.  

Characteristic to the working environment of trust of organization D are continuous dialogue, open 
communication, being honest and open, and doing things together. In organization D the factor “is 
formed based on the values of the corporation and company – how the business is driven”. It is built through listening 
to people, giving them the floor, and involving them to the development process. Here the interviewee 
considers important how the company owner wants to drive the business – openly and in a respectful 
manner. According to Liker and Hoseus (2008), the values of top leaders reflect on how the organiza-
tion is driven. This example shows that the culture and values play a big part in the creation of precon-
ditions to working with continuous improvement. The values originate from the company owner. This 
factor can be compared to Béndek (2016) writing that continuous improvement can be supported 
throughout the organization by focusing on the transformation of the organizational culture. Organiza-
tion D works actively on the culture for example through leading by example, people development, and 
dialogue.  

Related to this factor, other interviewees discussed during the interviews the importance of a positive 
working environment. Interviewee C told: “We have our culture […]. It is about how we behave ourselves. We 
try to work towards the same direction and there are always unwritten rules one tries to apply. […] Chiefly, how we are 
as persons in our working place. We are used to saying, ‘we are the working environment for each other’. […] There is 
not a documented work technique for it, but it is the feeling of being here so that it feels good and one enjoys themselves at 
work. And to strengthen the feeling in every employee through how we behave towards one other”. Moreover, as pre-
sented above, interviewee C discussed the factor ‘allocating resources and giving mandate to each team’ 
as signifying trust towards employees. When talking about the purpose of continuous improvement, 
interviewee B said: “When people participate more and get to participate, have to participate and thus see the results, 
they want to participate more. Good spirals are generated, which affects the wellbeing. It really affects one’s work – one 
enjoys themselves better at work and then has the enthusiasm to develop things more and feel more comfortable. It is largely 
about occupational wellbeing”. Central themes in these descriptions are behaving according to shared princi-
ples and practices. This is linked with Béndek (2016) writing about philosophy and principles along 
with behavior and practice constituted by them forming the culture of continuous improvement.  

Improvement Culture of Celebrating Success 

Like interviewee D, also interviewee G responded a factor about the impact of culture on the precondi-
tions to working with continuous improvement, ‘improvement culture of celebrating success’. Accord-
ing to Netland (2016), different contextual factors can influence on what works for an organization. 
Here the regional context is seen as relevant. Although organization G originates from Sweden, it has 
become a global company, bringing it influences from the Anglo-Saxon culture. Successes are cele-
brated and awarded once in a quarter year. Organization G encourages the teams to document suc-
cesses in short video films which summarize good examples of improvement work. Teams have to 
agree on what improvement they are especially proud about and make a simple film about it. “And then 
we gather to watch the films and celebrate like in the Oscars”. Prizes are given out both locally and globally. In-
terviewee G also told that “the results are followed up based on facts so that we secure the good results”. 
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Interviewee G considered the cultural context important by saying that: “We think that we Scandinavians 
are maybe a little bit too boring or too bad at pausing, watching backwards, and rejoicing about something that has suc-
ceeded really well. Instead we strain and think that we could have done something a little bit better”. Liker and Hoseus 
(2008) write about the effect that the Western cultural context can have when adopting Lean Manage-
ment: it can be perceived as a set of tools instead of a management system. Instead, here it can be seen 
how the regional cultural context within the Western culture can affect the organizational culture. Inter-
viewee G discussed concretely the effect of regional culture on sustaining continuous improvement. 
Noteworthy is that this was the only interview where the interviewee talked about celebrating success, 
which can point to the effect of Anglo-Saxon culture. Here the organization has created a systematic 
and frequent process for celebrating success.  

In a similar way to presented examples (organizations C, D, and F) before, also for organization G the 
follow-up practices are important. Fact-based following up of the results serves the purpose of validat-
ing good results. With their shared practice of celebrating success, organization G can stimulate the 
work with continuous improvement through making visible the positive examples, as well as involving, 
acknowledging, and rewarding teams. 
 

4.3 What Are the Organizations Regarding as Important in Order to Sustain Con-

tinuous Improvement in the Future? 
In this section, presented are the results and analysis about how the interviewees see the direction of 
continuous improvement that their organizations are striving for, and needs, strengths, as well as other 
factors important for achieving it.  

The interviewees were asked to describe how their organization’s work with continuous improvement 
would look like, if it had the best opportunities to work with continuous improvement. They were also 
asked about what needs to happen in order to achieve the described situation, and what strengths and 
other factors there are that enable achieving it (Appendix B, interview questions 16-19). In figure 4.5 
the directions of continuous improvement that the interviewees described are presented in themes. In 
this section, the results and analysis in the text form are presented under themes that were formed 
based on the identified directions. When presenting the directions that interviewees discussed, it is also 
taken up what other interviewees took up relevant to the same direction or theme during the inter-
views. Central themes were resources in the form of special competence; resources and time; team-
based continuous improvement; unused potential; and perseverance in principles and techniques. 

 

Figure 4.5. The directions of continuous improvement presented in themes 

Resources in the Form of Special Competence 

Interviewees A, C, E, and G said that if their organization had the best opportunities to work with con-
tinuous improvement, they would have more resources in the form of special competence. Two of 

Theme Direction A B C D E F G Total

More resources in the form of problem-solving specialists 1 1

Specialists in certain areas deepening the work 1 1

More specialists in Lean and improvement work 1 1

People with quality competence in all teams 1 1

More resources for challenging the status quo 1 1

More resources and coverage for improvement work 1 1

Organizational growth at a slower pace /More time for improvement work 1 1

Work teams collectively understanding the shared techniques 1 1

Teams organizing to improve 1 1

Unused potential Unused potential of people 1 1

Perseverance in principles 

and techniques
Leaders managing and hanging on to set principles and techniques

1 1

Resources in the form of 

special competence

Team-based continuous 

improvement

Resources and time
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them (interviewees C and G) said that it would benefit the capability to continuously improve because 
it would enable taking larger steps faster. Interviewee E described the situation through having more 
people who are specialists in Lean Management and improvement work who could support and coach 
others. Interviewee G said that the pace of improving could be even higher than it currently is, if more 
resources would be invested in problem-solving specialists: “If we had more problem-solvers, we could sustain 
continuous improvement better”. Also according to Liker and Hoseus (2008), systematic problem-solving at 
all organizational levels can create consistency to improvement work. In organization G, shared prob-
lem-solving methods are used and competence in problem-solving is seen as critical to increase the or-
ganization’s capacity to drive its processes more effectively. Therefore, along with consistency, prob-
lem-solving can also increase efficiency. Interviewee C said that the organization needs in certain areas 
– such as processes and automation – more specialists, who can carry out improvements and deepen 
the work with continuous improvement. To reach this, mostly the financial benefits of having more 
specialists must be proven. Also needed is structured HR work to appeal to leaders and train leadership 
competence. Organizational strengths include being aware of the risks and possibilities as well as “ma-
turity in techniques and thinking, which means that we maybe are not so far from the thought of taking more specialists”. 
Moreover, demand from the top management is an important factor. 

Interviewee A specified that special quality competence is needed for “every team of eight to ten persons who 
regularly meet and look at the standards of the team and what can be improved in the standards.” The purpose would 
be to provide the cross-functional teams with expert knowledge and support in quality development. 
This is in accordance with the organization’s strategy, because interviewee A described the organiza-
tion’s current work with continuous improvement through its strategy, including the capability to work 
in cross-functional teams, which involves cross-competence. Interviewee A saw the company’s growth 
as the next coming step in order to get the resources needed for the staff with expert knowledge. Or-
ganizational strengths that make it possible to reach this situation include top management and other 
managers being continuously trained in continuous improvement, and the organization having a clearly 
stated message about the importance of the work with continuous improvement. 

Resources and Time 

Interviewee E responded that if the organization would have the best opportunities to work with con-
tinuous improvement, there would be more time for improvement and the organizational growth 
would have occurred at a slower pace. Organization E has within a few years hired new people because 
of several projects. However, as it takes time before the new employees are fully productive, the new 
employees would have had better preconditions if the pace of the growth was slower. “One should not be 
engaged to 100 percent with one’s job, but maybe up to 70 percent. Then 30 percent could be used to improvement all the 
time”. In order to achieve this situation, comprehension about the importance of the management sys-
tem has to be increased so that leaders can allocate more time for people to work with continuous im-
provement. It requires daring and thinking from the management. Achieving this is hindered by the 
“business culture in Sweden and in the world, where quartile economy exists. […] It is almost required a new paradigm 
which allows carrying out these things and deciding what enables it for us based on customer needs”. 

Interviewee E discussing the allocation of more time for improvement work can be compared to or-
ganizations C, F, and G considering allocating resources and ensuring time for continuous improve-
ment as an enabling factor for sustaining continuous improvement. It establishes the finding that lead-
ers need to prioritize continuous improvement and manifest the priority through allocating time for it.  

Related to interviewee E, interviewees D and F described a desirable situation through having more re-
sources for continuous improvement. Interviewee D brought up that currently the resources are not all 
the time adequate for challenging the status quo: “If things cannot be challenged in the same pace that goals and 
good thoughts arise, it will within time lead to a decrease in the amount of good suggestions for continuous improvement”. 
More resources would allow fast fulfillment of goals and improvement. This can be compared to inter-
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viewee G mentioning ‘balance between working with standards and improvement’ as one the most im-
portant factors that enables sustaining continuous improvement. Sustaining continuous improvement is 
supported by the capability to handle the right amount of problems at each moment so that the organi-
zation can improve continuously. The balance, therefore, enables preconditions for good work. 

Interviewee F described the need for more resources: “The more we work with Lean, the more things in need of 
improvement are found. Therefore, maybe there should be even more hands working with development.” Although the 
shared vision helps in prioritizing what to develop, the potential of all the employees could be used 
more. Interviewee F saw that this situation can be achieved through time. Currently “there are departments 
that do very little development work with [shared techniques]”. An important organizational strength that enables 
achieving the situation is that improvement is a part of the normal work of employees.  

According to interviewee F, also the support from the leaders, including those at the corporate level, is 
an important factor in achieving the situation: “We only have one way of doing things and it is Lean and continu-
ous development. Our management group has embraced this thought quite well. The support for development exists”. A 
reason enabling the support it is that leaders have grown within the organization in different tasks. 
There is continuity in employees and career paths are planned systematically. This signifies long-term 
commitment from the organization, which is important for sustaining continuous improvement (cf. 
Pakdil & Moustafa Leonard, 2015). According to Liker and Hoseus (2008), developing decisively the 
subsequent generation of leaders is important for sustaining continuous improvement. It can be com-
pared with interviewee C who during the interview mentioned that their organization depends on roles 
instead of specific persons: “We are not dependent on someone quitting or retiring. The described techniques to sus-
tain our continuous improvement still flow. So, it is not driven by persons, but instead more driven by the organization, 
which means that we are not so vulnerable if someone would quit. […] We have an organization to take care of instead of 
a person”. Like in organization C, the work of organization F can also be seen as organization-driven in 
that the roles necessary for the organization are planned and people are systematically grown into posi-
tions. That is also similar to what Liker and Hoseus (2008) write: when the top leader is replaced, the 
culture should still be sustained, and the long-term purpose should reflect on it. Because the values of 
top leaders manifest in the whole organization (ibid.), these organizations have been able to build conti-
nuity into their cultures. Moreover, both interviewees took up the importance of structured HR work 
for continuity. The difference here is that interviewee F brought up the value in growing people into 
the roles themselves. This is also implied in that interviewee F stated that “employee turnover rate is one key 
indicator that our HR department measures”.  

The thought of more work with Lean Management increasing the number of things in need of im-
provement, that interviewee F took up, is shared with other interviewees. Interviewee G told that: “We 
have worked for 20 years with Lean but we still have so unbelievably long way to go. And it is the insight one gets with 
time. The more mature one becomes, the more one realizes there is still to do. There needs to be humbleness about never 
being ready. […] There are many companies that might think that ‘now we are going to drive Lean for a couple of years 
and then we are ready’ and I think they have it wrong”. Also related to it is interviewee C concluding the inter-
view by stating that “I just want to say that working with continuous improvement for a long time with good results is 
not easy”. Moreover, interviewee A stated that it is important to get standards that survive over time be-
cause “creating a habit is very difficult”. According to Liker and Franz (2011), companies applying Lean 
Management often fail because they do not perceive it as a lifelong commitment. The descriptions of 
work with Lean Management and continuous improvement by these organizations show long-term 
commitment. The fact that working with continuous improvement and creating new routines is consid-
ered difficult and applying Lean Management is regarded as an endless effort – while simultaneously 
the same organizations understand continuous improvement as critical to fulfilling the business pur-
pose – signals the commitment and shows that their application serves a long-term purpose. Serving a 
long-term purpose, for its part, supports sustaining continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 2011). 
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Noteworthy here is that all the representatives of Swedish organizations described the direction 
through more resources in the form of specialists or special competence. Out of the Finnish organiza-
tions, D and F described the direction through having more resources for improvement work in gen-
eral but not in the form of special competence. All the Finnish companies wanted in some form general 
participation: whether it is in the form of teamwork, participation in improvement work, or using their 
potential to the full. Interviewee F, representing a Finnish factory, stated that: “We maybe have one em-
ployee with a job title with the word ‘development’ in it. We consider it more or less as the normal work of people. A tra-
ditional perspective is that [organizations] have development engineers who develop the work of others. We try to enable for 
people to develop their own work. Maybe one strength is that we are quite far and have quite many hands working with 
development after all”. Thus, there is a difference in the form of needed resources between the studied 
Swedish (specialists with relevant competence) and Finnish companies (using the potential of every em-
ployee more, thus allowing more resources for continuous improvement). 

Team-based Continuous Improvement 

Interviewees A and D responded that if their organization had the best opportunities to work with con-
tinuous improvement, the work would be more team-based. According to research, teamwork supports 
sustaining continuous improvement (Deming, 1986; Liker & Convis, 2012; Liker & Hoseus, 2008). In 
organizations A and D teamwork is not only seen as important for sustaining continuous improvement 
but also a direction to strive for. Both interviewees highlighted the importance of understanding. Ac-
cording to interviewee A, the whole team must share the same outline about the best technique of to-
day in order to fulfill the goals. The work of teams should be both creative and proactive: working to-
wards a goal, finding deviations from standards, and changing routines. Thus, it is important that every-
one understands and follows the shared standards. 

Similarly, interviewee D brought up that instead of individuals doing many improvements by them-
selves, more beneficial would be “teams organizing to refine their thoughts a little bit further. More team-based im-
provement, teams generating ideas”. To achieve this, “the future and the big picture of the company should be seen at 
every level”. Awareness about it should be increased through communication so that “every employee under-
stands that they benefit from it but in the long term also everyone else benefits from it”. Organizational strengths that 
support achieving the described situation are listening to the staff, mutual understanding, enabling to 
influence, as well as continuous, trustful, and open dialogue.  The importance of employees “knowing 
and understanding the value and meaning of their work, their own value” that interviewee D pointed out is related 
to interviewee C seeing the strengthening of self-esteem as one of the purposes of working with contin-
uous improvement. It signifies successful, engaged leadership (Bergman & Klefsjö 2012). 

Unused Potential of People 

Interviewee B said that “people have many thoughts that are not yet out and visible”. Achieving this situation re-
quires disciplined work, helping people even more to get inspired, and not stopping. Interviewee B saw 
as the most important strength of the organization “the extremely knowing and competent staff”. Employees 
have the possibility to develop their own work, which leads to good improvements. Because inter-
viewee B brought up the importance of disciplined work when discussing the enabling factor ‘disci-
plined leadership culture’, it implies that also here time is understood as vital for reaching the situation.  

Perseverance in Principles and Techniques  

Interviewee G brought up the importance of Lean leadership: having leaders who manage and can hang 
on to set principles and techniques until good results have been achieved. It requires more training for 
the leaders. The most important strengths that enable achieving the situation are the prioritization of 
leadership development, working with problem-solving, and working with controlling the business. 
Here visual management and visual management boards are used to communicate the results clearly. 
“We call these the three obligatory processes – leadership, problem-solving, and visual management. What we do is we 
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have them as obligatory global techniques that all have to work along with”. Other enabling factor here is the capa-
bility to pay attention to and celebrate when someone does a good job. It strengthens the engagement 
of employees. Perseverance in principles and techniques that organizations G describes as a desired 
state can be compared to the factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement: building persis-
tence into the management system (interviewee E), disciplined leadership culture (interviewee B), and 
demand (interviewee C). It shows that in order to sustain continuous improvement, leaders’ capability 
of committing in the long term is vital and can be trained. Furthermore, interviewee G discussing the 
situation through perseverance in principles and techniques can be compared to Deming (1986) point-
ing out the importance of constancy of purpose for organizational transformation. Organization G has 
worked systematically with continuous improvement from 2002 but the long-term commitment still 
requires constant effort. Organizational transformation can, therefore, be seen as a constant state.  

 

4.4 Concluding Analysis  

In this section, general themes found in the first three sections of this chapter are analyzed. Here, also 
other examples from the interviews confirming the results are presented with the analyzed themes.  

 

Long-term Orientation and Alignment of Continuous Improvement with Strategic Objectives 

The importance and challenge of constancy of purpose and long-term orientation can be seen in several 
examples: it requires taking the risk of prioritizing improvement work over short-term problems (or-
ganization G). Long-term perspective is strengthened also through active career planning in order to 
grow persons on their career paths (organization F). Long-term thinking among the company owners is 
important for sustaining continuous improvement (organization E). Trust between the members of the 
organization is important for strengthening the long-term orientation so that no one reaches for short-
term gains (interviewee D).  

The results show that the studied organizations consider continuous improvement critical to meet their 
strategic objectives (vision, goals, and strategy), which is an incentive for sustaining continuous im-
provement. There is a genuine belief and internalization about the criticality of continuous improve-
ment for survival. This is especially perceptible in that several interviewees pointed out that working 
with continuous improvement and Lean Management over a long time is not easy and means never be-
ing ready. The results imply that a reason can be that the level of ambition rises over time, and it is thus 
more difficult to gain improvement and results. Still it is regarded as vital that all members of an organi-
zation are involved with continuous improvement to fulfill the organization’s goals. This is reflected on 
the organizations’ work with developing the improvement capabilities of both management and em-
ployees. The long-term commitment to improvement found in the organizations develops the organiza-
tions’ ability to survive, as Deming (1986) has pointed out.  

Development and Refinement of Own Practices 

In the descriptions of factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement, a common theme was 
organizations developing and refining their own management systems, structures, processes, tech-
niques, or tools over time. It can, consequently, be regarded as an enabler for sustaining continuous im-
provement. It involves constant learning about experiences, capitalizing the influences from employees, 
and persistence especially in the beginning to create a successful routine. For example, interviewee E 
described how building persistence into the management system “works like a snowball that permeates more 
and more”, starting from zero to creating a successful working structure. Interviewee E described: “And 
then it is as such – not a guarantee – but a heavier reason to continue working towards persistence.” It is about “refin-
ing the same system all the time, so that it gets better”.  

According to Singh and Singh (2015), employee participation is an essential aspect of using techniques 
and tools that support continuous improvement in a successful way. The results show that employee 
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participation is not only important when practices are used, but also when developing and refining 
shared practices. Interviewee D described the organization’s working practice for breaking down of 
goals: “Everyone has brought with them some new nuances, which have improved the existing best way of working. […] 
We have created it ourselves, nobody has offered it for us in a ready form”. For instance, new employees have par-
ticipated in the shaping of the working practice. It is similar to Rother (2011) writing that systematic 
techniques guide the capabilities of all members of an organization, which enables growing through 
continuous improvement. The results of this study imply that while everyone working along with 
shared practices is vital for continuous improvement, employees using their capabilities to shape the 
practices support sustaining continuous improvement over time. Interviewee F described the organiza-
tion’s work with the factor ‘the processes of planning and follow-up’: “During the years it has grown into a 
culture, and all the time more and more leaders and employees talk the same language. Leaders constantly show the im-
portance of development work, and live and breathe the same world”. This exemplifies that shared processes sup-
porting continuous improvement unite everyone around shared purposes, shaping and strengthening 
the culture over time.  

Top-down and Bottom-up Perspectives as Intertwined  

According to research, combining the top-down perspective with the bottom-up perspective is advan-
tageous for continuous improvement (Liker & Franz, 2011). In several studied organizations these two 
perspectives are seen as inseparable for sustaining continuous improvement. Interviewees, who an-
swered a leadership-related factor as important for sustaining continuous improvement (interviewees A, 
B, and C), highlighted in their descriptions of the factor that leadership should be exercised near the 
employees and enable employee involvement through challenging them to think further. Management 
should steer continuous improvement actively through demand, setting high goals, follow-up practices, 
and leading by example. Discipline or persistence is a requirement. For the factor ‘working environ-
ment of trust’ (interviewee D), it is vital that leaders enable that all the employees can influence on their 
working environment and that the values of the company owner reflect on the culture. 

Moreover, in several studied organizations (B, C, and G) continuous improvement is supported by 
clearly defined roles and responsibilities for leaders and managers at different organizational levels, 
which can exemplify the top-down approach. However, in these organizations the clear role structure 
supports in leading near the employees, which enables the employees to be involved and influence on 
continuous improvement. According to Bessant et al (1994), a supportive organizational context is criti-
cal for continuous improvement. Here the role structure can be seen as a supportive context that facili-
tates continuous improvement at all levels of the organization. 

Some of the interviewees discussed the need to develop leadership continuously: interviewee G dis-
cussed Lean leadership where it is central that the leaders manage to hang on to the techniques and 
principles. Interviewee A told about the challenges that their organization has faced: “But I can also admit 
that we have not done anything [regarding leadership development] for several years”. Still it signifies that the need to 
develop leadership continuously is recognized. Leadership development has a positive effect on em-
ployees participating in continuous improvement, which for its part supports sustaining continuous im-
provement (organization B). Leadership development is far-reaching and covers also training the man-
agers’ capability to demand (organizations C and G).  

Involvement and Development of People 

Constant learning is essential for continuous improvement (Runebjörk & Wendleby, 2013). Whereas 
organization E regarded being a learning organization as the purpose of working with continuous im-
provement, learning was important for working with continuous improvement in several studied organ-
izations. The maturity of organizations in continuous improvement has increased through organizations 
developing their own techniques and structures: it has supported the learning and growth. 
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According to research, sustaining continuous improvement requires that all members of an organiza-
tion have a strong desire to improve (Liker, 2009). The studied organizations work with strengthening 
the desire to improve through encouragement, inspiration, giving responsibility and influence, commu-
nication, enabling local decision-making, supporting in the creation of ownership, and consolidating the 
understanding. Furthermore, the techniques and tools supporting continuous improvement reinforce 
everyone sharing a direction.  

Concerning the construction of understanding of continuous improvement and Lean Management, in-
terviewee B touched on the importance of involving staff to develop their own work so that they un-
derstand the gains and become inspired about creating value for the customers. Leaders following up 
the improvement work serve the purpose of creating understanding in organizations B and C. Organi-
zation D uses communication to make all the employees to understand the long-term gains on individ-
ual and organizational levels. In organization F, understanding is created through setting high goals. 
The technique visual management or the tool visual boards was discussed by many interviewees from 
the perspective that it enables staff to clearly see the direction, what is done, and what needs to be done 
(interviewees C, D, E, F, and G). Therefore, visuality can support in communicating the positive vision 
of the organization and show the gap between the actual situation and the ideal situation, thus increas-
ing the motivation to improve continuously (cf. Liker & Franz, 2011). In the long term, visuality can 
support the system in becoming self-sustaining, because employees are able to perceive the problems 
directly in their daily work without a constant need to be supervised. It is similar to Liker and Franz 
(2011) writing that bottom-up approach to continuous improvement can develop the system towards 
self-sustaining because top leaders do not constantly need to control it – instead, employees can see the 
problems in their daily work. Regarding staff involvement, interviewees B and D brought up the im-
portance of shop stewards who have a good understanding and the capability to react fast. 

Liker and Hoseus (2008) write that engaged team members working with continuous improvement re-
inforce the system continuously. The interviewees highlighted the involvement of all staff members in 
continuous improvement. Employee participation and employees seeing the good results were seen as 
sources of good spirals that reinforce wellbeing and further participation (interviewee B). It is also in-
teresting from the perspective of time: once a routine is internalized, the capability of the system to 
continuously improve is strengthened. 

Systems Thinking 

Systems thinking is important for sustaining continuous improvement, because optimization leads in 
time to contradictions between the long-term strategy of an organization and its functions (Rother, 
2011). The interviews show that systems thinking is important for the studied organizations in sustain-
ing continuous improvement. All the Finnish organizations highlighted the importance of employees 
understanding the whole. Moreover, the strong strategic prioritization of continuous improvement in 
the studied organizations signifies systems thinking in that the organizations have a shared direction 
and a shared way of achieving the goals. Fulfilling the direction and goals, for its part, requires the in-
volvement of all parts of the organization. Another theme where systems thinking was visible, was the 
daily use of shared processes, techniques, and tools throughout the organizations. Shared, company-
wide techniques and tools support systems thinking. For instance, interviewee G told that all employees 
should have the tasks of working standardized and improving, which enables for them to work with 
continuous improvement throughout the organization. These examples show the ways in which all 
parts of the organization can be involved in continuous improvement.  
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5 Conclusion  

The purpose of this thesis was to contribute with knowledge on how organizations can work to sustain 
continuous improvement. The purpose was met through answering the following research questions:  

• How are different organizations working with continuous improvement?  

• What factors are the studied organizations regarding as important in enabling the sus-
tainability of continuous improvement and how have they worked with them in order to 
sustain continuous improvement? 

• What are the organizations regarding as important in order to sustain continuous im-
provement in the future? 

The research questions were answered throughout the chapter 4, where the results and analysis were 
outlined according to these questions. Here, some general conclusions about them are drawn from the 
perspective of what can be learned from these organizations’ work in sustaining continuous improve-
ment.  

This study has met the purpose and contributed to the research field by providing with knowledge on 
how successful organizations from two different countries can work to sustain continuous improve-
ment. Although sustaining continuous improvement requires continuous effort, the study exemplifies 
in several ways how organizations can work to sustain it. Because organizations from two countries 
were studied, an effect is that patterns about how organizations can work to sustain continuous im-
provement can be stated to be found in organizations from two different countries.  

The studied organizations have worked different amounts of time with Lean Management and continu-
ous improvement: while two organizations adopted continuous improvement in a structured manner in 
the beginning of the 2000’s, two organizations adopted it systematically in 2011 and 2013, respectively. 
Therefore, the studied organizations are in different phases in their work with continuous improve-
ment. Still, there are general conclusions that can be drawn about the studied organizations work with 
continuous improvement. 

The results show that all the studied organizations have their unique ways of working with continuous 
improvement, which can be seen in meanings and purposes of, as well as current work with continuous 
improvement in the organizations. However, there are similarities. A conclusion that can be drawn is 
that continuous improvement is in the studied organizations a strategic focus and considered critical for 
the organization’s survival. Alignment of continuous improvement with strategic objectives (vision, 
goals, and strategy) is central to the organizations’ work and can be concluded to be critical for sustain-
ing continuous improvement. 

In the studied organizations, continuous improvement is anchored at the level of culture, even though 
there are differences in the extent and in how it manifests. Anchoring continuous improvement into 
the culture requires constant work. Techniques and tools support a culture of continuous improve-
ment, where the preconditions for everyone to participate are strengthened. A conclusion that can be 
drawn based on this study, is that according to studied organizations, techniques and tools can even be 
perceived as one of the most important factors that support sustaining continuous improvement, but 
they are regarded as means of creating and maintaining the culture of continuous improvement. It 
shows that techniques and tools can be a way to apply and support the values, principles, and positive 
work culture that are central for continuous improvement. Critical here is that the organizations have 
adopted Lean Management and work along with similar values and principles that support continuous 
improvement. Thus, a conclusion is that self-developed practices, that are means of putting the values 
and principles supporting continuous improvement into practice, can shape an organization’s identity 
and culture towards the values and principles. Continuous improvement and the values supporting it 
are, in this way, adapted to the organizational context. 
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According to the studied organizations, the most important factors that enable sustaining continuous 
improvement are related to leadership, leadership attributes, and strategic planning; processes, tech-
niques, and tools; as well as working environment and culture. When it comes to sustaining continuous 
improvement, engagement of as well as demand and persistence from leaders are required to succeed. 
A conclusion that can be drawn is that along with similarities in the mentioned factors there are general 
patterns in how the factors have been developed to enable sustaining continuous improvement. For a 
successful work with sustaining continuous improvement, it is important to build and form structures 
and practices in alignment with the strategic objectives, taking into account the organizational con-
text. Developing shared practices in an organization from the start can also ensure better commitment 
and involvement because it entails thinking what is best for the organization. It can be concluded that 
an active focus on developing the understanding, involvement, and skills of leaders and all employees 
supports the strengthening and achieving organizational alignment and sustaining continuous improve-
ment in the studied organizations. Demand and follow-up are ways of ensuring the continuity of shared 
practices. 

Because the results show that sustaining continuous improvement requires continuous effort, a further 
conclusion is that understanding Lean Management and continuous improvement as long-term com-
mitments is crucial. To sustain continuous improvement over time, there needs to be an understanding 
of what the maturity of an organization allows now and what is possible later. This, for its part, means 
that long-term thinking and commitment are needed for systematic and consistent work with continu-
ous improvement. The continuous capability to learn from one’s organization, work, and results sup-
ports it. Considering time, a conclusion is that important principles, processes, techniques, and tools 
that support continuous improvement are formed and refined over time: when the interviewees de-
scribed the direction of continuous improvement, they discussed it through factors that have been 
studied to be important for sustaining continuous improvement (e.g. team-based improvement, perse-
verance in principles and techniques). It highlights that an organization can never be ready and there-
fore it is important to regard the situation of the organization when working with continuous improve-
ment: to focus on what is possible in the current situation. 

The studied organizations have differences in how they see that their work would look like if they had 
the best opportunities to work with continuous improvement. Even the special competences that were 
mentioned were somewhat different for different organizations. Consequently, there are differences in 
what the organizations regard as important in order to sustain continuous improvement in the future. 
Therefore, also from this can be drawn the conclusion that that continuous improvement has in the 
studied organizations been adapted to the needs and situations of the organization. It means that along 
with the changes in the business environment, the adaptation is driven from the situation of the organi-
zation, which supports maintaining continuous improvement as a strategic focus. 
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6 Discussion   

In this chapter, first the results and conclusions of the study are discussed. After that, the methodology, 
reliability, and validity of the study are discussed. Finally, suggestions for future research are made.  
 

6.1 Discussion of the Results and Conclusions  

A comprehensive view consisting of values, techniques, and tools is according to Bergman & Klefsjö 
(2012) characteristic to successful organizations. The results imply that continuous improvement is a 
foundation for the organizational culture in the studied organizations. Continuous improvement was 
discussed at the level of values or principles (cf. Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000) and building and maintaining 
a culture of continuous improvement was invested in (cf. Liker & Hoseus, 2008). Everyone brought up 
techniques and processes that support the values or principles vital for continuous improvement (cf. 
Hellsten & Klefsjö, 2000). Moreover, all the interviewees described how they use specific tools to sup-
port their work with techniques and principles (cf. ibid.). Sustaining continuous improvement has ac-
cording to research often failed because techniques and tools have been overemphasized (e.g. Dom-
browski & Mielke 2014). However, this study concluded that a focus on techniques and tools can bene-
fit sustaining continuous improvement, when they are built and adapted to the organizational context. 
It is also related to Rother (2011) writing that an organization can accomplish competitive advantage by 
its capability of understanding situations and forming suitable solutions, not by its solutions. 

According to contingency theory, the context of an organization needs to be considered when applying 
Lean Management (Yamamoto & Bellgran, 2010). Conclusions point to self-developed practices being 
a means of putting principles that support continuous improvement into practice and thus shaping the 
culture towards these principles. Therefore, the studied organizations have put an effort on local adap-
tation of Lean Management and continuous improvement (cf. Holtskog, 2013), which has positively 
affected the sustainability of continuous improvement. The results of this study contribute to the re-
search field by showing that employee involvement, when building local practices, has been beneficial 
for sustaining continuous improvement over time. 

The results show that the studied organizations consider continuous improvement as a long-term com-
mitment. According to Deming (1986), continuous improvement and reduction of waste are required 
throughout an organization in its every activity. However, it can be mirrored with Liker and Franz 
(2011) arguing that continuous improvement is a vision, an ideal which in reality is not possible. There-
fore, continuous improvement involves being committed to the ideal of improving the whole organiza-
tion continuously (ibid.). Because the concept of continuous improvement covers the thought that eve-
rything – including the content of the concept – can be improved (van del Heuvel, 2013), a successful 
application does not mean that it should or could be applied perfectly. The studied organizations have 
been successful in sustaining continuous improvement, even though several interviewees took up that it 
is not easy. It points to the importance of critically evaluating, understanding, and being realistic about 
one’s own organization, its level of maturity, and its prerequisites for working with continuous im-
provement. That way, committing to and sustaining continuous improvement in the long term are rein-
forced. Based on this study, it was perceived that a definition of continuous improvement that high-
lights it as a vision (Liker & Franz, 2011) can be beneficial in that it reflects the constant and endless 
effort that sustaining continuous improvement involves. 

The importance of organizational context can be seen when the factors that enable sustaining continu-
ous improvement are compared to how the interviewees described their current work with continuous 
improvement (also covering the meaning and purpose of continuous improvement). The identified fac-
tors depend to a degree on how the organizations work with continuous improvement. For example, 
organizations B and E discussed factors about understanding customer needs and being responsive to 
changes. The themes they took up here were similar to what they discussed as the purpose of working 
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with continuous improvement (B: staff involvement, customer orientation, E: being an adaptive learn-
ing organization, customer orientation). Concerning factors regarding goals, the representatives of or-
ganizations that listed them as one of the most important (A, D, and F) also described their current 
work with continuous improvement through goals and strategy. These examples support the finding 
that continuous improvement is a strong strategic focus in the organizations and the purpose of contin-
uous improvement is linked with business objectives. 

The meaning of organizational context can also be interpreted regarding the time of adoption of Lean 
Management and continuous improvement. The factors ‘disciplined leadership culture’ and ‘building 
persistence into the management system’ that were considered important for sustaining continuous im-
provement were answered by the only two organizations that have adopted Lean Management and 
started to work systematically with continuous improvement in the 2010’s. This can signify that disci-
pline and persistence are more of a focus some years after the adoption than after a longer period of 
working with continuous improvement. Furthermore, the organization that has most recently adopted 
Lean Management and continuous improvement described the meaning of working with continuous 
improvement through daily leadership. Seeing daily leadership as important for the meaning of continu-
ous improvement can be compared to Liker and Franz (2011) stating that especially in the early stages 
of establishing a system, top-down leadership is needed. 

According to research, the cultural tendencies – such as short-termism – of the Western countries can 
bring about perceiving Lean Management through determinable tools that enable specific performance 
outcomes (Liker & Hoseus, 2008). The studied organizations have been successful in sustaining contin-
uous improvement, and the cultural tendencies of the Western countries cannot be seen as a direct hin-
der for their work. When it comes to the purpose of working with continuous improvement, all the in-
terviewees highlighted business goals, results, or vision. However, most of the interviewees also dis-
cussed other purposes of working with continuous improvement (e.g. continual learning, better work-
place environment). Moreover, as concluded in this study, techniques and tools are adapted through 
developing them based on the situation of the organization – supporting the culture – which has a posi-
tive effect on the sustainability of continuous improvement. Yet, there are some examples in the results 
which indirectly imply that the cultural tendencies of the Western countries can hinder sustaining con-
tinuous improvement. One interviewee stated that achieving the situation, where the organization 
would have the best opportunities to work with continuous improvement, is hindered by the business 
culture based on quartile commercialism. This points at short-term orientation. Another implication of 
short-termism of the Western context can be one interviewee bringing up that the organization would 
have the best opportunities to work with continuous improvement with leaders who are persistent 
about set principles and techniques – signifying the need to strengthen the long-term orientation.  

Because the number of studied organizations is small and because of the qualitative nature of this 
study, solid conclusions about the effect of the national context cannot be drawn. However, the results 
implied that there are some themes that can be relevant regarding the context of national or regional 
culture. Whereas all the Swedish organizations described the direction of continuous improvement 
through the need of resources in the form of special competence, the Finnish organizations outlined it 
in the form of general participation: teamwork, participation in improvement work, or using employee 
potential to the full.  Moreover, the meaning of regional cultural context was evident in a multi-national 
Swedish organization. 

According to research about national cultures by Hofstede Insights (n.d.), there is significantly more 
uncertainty avoidance in the Finnish culture than in the Swedish, and considerably more long-term ori-
entation in the Swedish culture than in the Finnish culture (ibid.). These characteristics can have conse-
quences for adoption and sustainability of continuous improvement. For this study, it was selected or-
ganizations that have successfully worked with continuous improvement and the number of studied or-
ganizations was small. Therefore, differences in the dimensions of the national cultures are not visible 
in the material. However, it can have been reflected in the fact that there were only three manufacturing 
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companies operating in Finland that were recommended for the study, whereas there were many more 
choices for manufacturing companies that operate in Sweden. Furthermore, of the studied companies, 
half of the Swedish companies had adopted continuous improvement in a structured way in the begin-
ning of the 2000’s, whereas continuous improvement was in a big way adopted in the first Finnish 
company in 2007.  
 

6.2 Discussion of the Methodology, Reliability, and Validity 

The choice of qualitative interview as the method of data collection enabled to focus on how the organ-
izations work to sustain continuous improvement. It allowed to understand how the factors that enable 
sustaining continuous improvement have been developed in their contexts. Moreover, it contributed 
with knowledge about what organizations consider important for sustaining continuous improvement 
in the future. Studying different organizations in two different countries was beneficial, because it con-
tributed with understanding of what can be relevant for different kinds of organizations, and what can 
be specific for different organizations. However, generalizations cannot be made based on this study. 

In the method chapter, possible other methods that could have been chosen were covered. It was writ-
ten that case study was one option that was considered but not chosen. It would have involved com-
pleting the interviews with other types of data. Completing the interviews with document analysis could 
have given another viewpoint but here the problem could have been in finding corresponding docu-
ments from several organizations and getting the permission for analyzing them. A survey for other 
employees of these organizations could have contributed to a broader knowledge about the subject. 
Here the problem could have been that in different organizations, employees can have different roles in 
improvement work and they can have access to different amount of knowledge of the subject, which 
could have affected the results. 

According to Trost (2010), the reliability of qualitative interviews is strengthened by the interviewer tak-
ing note of facial gestures and body language (ibid.). Because noticing facial gestures and body language 
was not possible in telephone interviews and was chosen to be omitted from the face-to-face interview, 
it can weaken the reliability of this study.  

Concerning the validity of this study, a possible reason weakening it is that interview guides in both 
Swedish and Finnish languages were prepared. The possible downfall can be in different uses or conno-
tations of terms. Even though the translations of the interview guides were prepared to be linguistically 
as exact as it was possible, different words have different connotations which can affect how the ques-
tions are interpreted. Furthermore, key terms may be understood and used differently depending on the 
language. The key term, sustaining continuous improvement, was therefore defined and explained be-
fore all the interviews. Moreover, giving the interviewees the opportunity to respond and hear the ques-
tions in their native language can also add to the validity of the study because they did not have to inter-
pret what the questions mean in their native language. 

The interpretation of the effect of culture is complicated. Liker and Hoseus (2008) point out that the 
deep levels of culture are taken for granted. This can imply that there are central factors entailing the 
culture that the interviewees did not discuss about. Central to the philosophical worldview of this study, 
social constructivism, is that individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences (Creswell, 
2014). Interviewees are representatives of their organizations. Although all of them work in a leadership 
position, other representatives could have had different views about the subject. However, the organi-
zations choosing the participants who they considered relevant for the purpose of this study can 
strengthen the reliability of the results.  

The factors that the interviewees listed as the most important in enabling the sustainability of continu-
ous improvement have many similarities. They can have different names but sometimes describe similar 
things from different perspectives: for instance, interviewee A mentioned as a factor open goals which 
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are ways for leaders to signify demand, whereas interviewee C answered demand from the leaders as a 
factor. Social constructivism as the philosophical worldview of the study was reflected on the presenta-
tion of the results and analysis for instance in that the starting point was the perspectives and descrip-
tions of the interviewees (cf. Creswell, 2014). Therefore, the factors were presented as the interviewees 
described them. Other ways of presenting the results and analysis could have also been possible. 
 

6.3 Future Research 

Because different situational factors effect on how organizations operate, studying several organizations 
can contribute to the research field by providing with a more comprehensive representation of the 
studied phenomenon. Furthermore, there is a need for studying the national or regional context, be-
cause the global changes effect on the weakening importance of borders: continuous improvement of 
an organization should increasingly correspond to the needs of customers, suppliers, partners, and 
(multinational) organizations. Therefore, systems thinking is important to understand beyond individual 
organizations or countries, so that it supports the capability of fulfilling these needs.  

Because the regional context was by an interviewee regarded as reflecting on the sustainability of con-
tinuous improvement, there is need for a further study focusing on whether and how the national or 
regional cultural context effects on the sustainability of continuous improvement. A mixed method 
study would fit the purpose: for a larger coverage, the identification and measurement of enabling fac-
tors quantitatively and for a deeper understanding, learning about the work with factors qualitatively.  

In this study, the focus was on manufacturing companies that have adopted Lean Management. Further 
research about how organizations in other branches (e.g. services) work to sustain continuous improve-
ment is needed to understand if the branch effects on how continuous improvement can be sustained. 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to study how continuous improvement is sustained within other 
frameworks than Lean Management, because for instance, compared to Total Quality Management, the 
central values within both frameworks are very much alike (cf. Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012).  
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8 Appendix 

Appendix A. Introduction Presented to the Representatives of the Organizations  

 

I am contacting you, because I was recommended by […] that you work successfully with Lean Man-
agement and continuous improvement.  

 

I study master’s degree in quality management and leadership in the Mid Sweden University. I am cur-
rently working on my master’s thesis and I study how organizations from Sweden and Finland work to 
sustain continuous improvement – in other words the capability of an organization to adapt to a chang-
ing business environment through continuous improvement. 

 

Can I interview for my thesis a leader or manager from your organization who has a good knowledge 
of the subject? In the interviews, the focus is especially on the enabling factors and what works well. I 
am contacting your organization, because you are one of the organizations working successfully with 
continuous improvement, of whose experiences I want to learn from. 

 

The interviews are estimated to take from 30 minutes to an hour. You can choose to answer anony-
mously.  

Appendix B. Interview Quide 

Introduction: Student, Mid Sweden University, master’s program in quality management and leadership 

(kvalitets- och ledarskapsutveckling), master’s thesis 

Permission to record the interview 

Can the interview be recorded? 

The purpose 

The purpose of the thesis is to contribute with knowledge on how organizations can work to sustain continuous 

improvement. 

Definition: 

By sustaining continuous improvement is meant an organization’s ability to maintain continuous improve-

ment in the long term through adapting to change in the business environment (definition by Prajogo & Sohal, 

2004). Therefore, the concept of sustaining continuous improvement covers both maintaining and developing 

continuous improvement / the capability of improving continuously. 

 

Interview questions 

Background questions: 
1. What is you title? 

2. When was the organization you represent founded? 

3. How many employees are there and in how many offices? 

4. When did the organization start applying Lean Management? 

5. When did the organization start working with continuous improvement? 

Current work with continuous improvement and sustaining continuous improvement: 
6. What does continuous improvement mean to your organization?  
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7. Clarifying question: How do you define the concept? 

8. For your organization, what are the purposes of working with continuous improvement?  

9. Can you describe your organizations current work with continuous improvement? 

10. How does your organization secure continuity in this work? 

 

11. When you think about your organization’s current work with continuous improvement, what do you 
think are the most important factors that enable sustaining continuous improvement?  

 
12. Completing question:  Which three factors do you consider the most important? 

13. You named ____ as an important factor. How would you describe it in your organization?  

 

14. You named ____. How have you developed this factor to achieve the situation that enables you to sus-

tain continuous improvement?  

15. Can you describe what in your organization is the relationship between continuous improvement and 

the values of the organization?  

The direction of continuous improvement (what works on a longer term): 
16. Can you describe how your organization’s work with continuous improvement would look like, if the 

organization had the best opportunities to work with continuous improvement? 

17. What needs to happen in order for you to achieve this situation? 

18. What do you consider the most important strengths of your organization that enable you to achieve this 

situation? 

19. What other factors do you consider the most important for your organization in achieving this situation? 

20. If there was one thing that hasn’t yet during this interview been said in order to reach a deeper level of 

understanding of the subject, what would that be?  

Completing questions: 

- You mentioned _____. Can you tell me more about it / how you work with it / how it affects? 

- How do you develop ___? 

- How?  

- What enables it? 

 

Do you want that your interview will be processed anonymously or can the organization’s or your name be pub-
lished in the master’s thesis?  

 


